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Abstract 
Military-Connected Students in Online Learning Programs:  
Students’ Perceptions of Personal Academic Perseverance 
 
Amy B. Johnson 
Drexel University, December 2017 
Chairperson: Joy Phillips  
Active duty United States soldiers encounter unimaginable stressors and challenges 
throughout their military career.  Many of these soldiers are also simultaneously working to 
achieve a long-term goal of obtaining post-secondary education, yet they face unique challenges 
due to the demands of military service that traditional students do not.  Active duty soldiers are 
referred to by Molina and Morse (2015) as military-connected students, defined as “National 
Guard members, reservists, active duty personnel, and veterans” from the United States Army, 
Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force” (p. 1).  Military students present uncommon challenges to 
institutions of higher education due to the demands of military service such as frequent 
deployments and duty assignments that may cause lack of access to their online courses for an 
extended amount of time (Brown & Gross, 2011).  Due to challenges such as these, active duty 
soldiers have been shown to exhibit more risk factors of non-completion in higher education than 
other military-connected students; yet, it is unknown if there are additional risk factors that affect 
their academic perseverance in online learning programs (Molina & Morse, 2015).  The purpose 
of this phenomenological case study was to identify the factors that affect the academic 
perseverance of active duty soldiers stationed at a large military installation in the southeast 
region of the United States to determine what relationships, if any, existed between factors 
related to active duty military service, personal factors, and grit in a sample of military-
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connected students who were enrolled in or had recently completed an online learning program.  
The central research question addressed in the study was as follows: What are the factors that 
affect the academic perseverance of military-connected students in online learning programs?  
Three sub-questions were addressed within the central research question.  Applying the social 
constructivist stance, the researcher conducted data collection through semi-structured individual 
face-to-face interviews and administered the Short Grit Scale to eight active duty soldiers at a 
large military installation located in the southeast region of the United States.  Data analysis 
followed Moustakas’ (1994) modified version of the Van Kaam method of phenomenological 
analysis.  Quantitative results from the Short Grit Scale were scored in accordance with the 
guidance in Duckworth and Quinn (2009).  Five themes emerged from participants’ shared 
experiences during eight semi-structured interviews as follows: (1) military-connected students 
may experience inter-role conflicts between work (military service), family, and school that 
could affect their academic perseverance in online learning programs; (2) military resources and 
incentives for higher education reported may positively affect military-connected students’ 
academic perseverance in online learning programs; (3) military service obligations reported 
may negatively affect military-connected students’ academic perseverance in online learning 
programs; (4) educational experiences in childhood and personal factors in adulthood may affect 
military-connected students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs; (5) grit impact 
factors may influence military-connected students’ work ethic and level of achievement in online 
learning programs.  Results from the study will be used to better understand factors that affect 
the academic perseverance of military-connected students and to provide recommendations for 
supporting this population in institutions of higher education.
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Chapter 1:  Introduction to the Research 
Post 9/11 Government-Issue (GI) Bill investments of more than 30 billion dollars funded 
the post-secondary education of military and veterans; by 2014, more than one million 
beneficiaries had utilized GI benefits (Cate, 2014).  This rush created a requirement to report the 
educational outcomes of those utilizing the Post 9/11 GI bill as a funding source (Cate, 2014).  
Through reports such as this, issues of post-secondary academic persistence among military 
students began to emerge.  Historically academic research has focused on risk factors that affect 
civilian student persistence in post-secondary education.  The Department of Education utilizes a 
proxy measure as an index to assess non-completion risk factors exhibited by non-traditional 
students; however it is not unique to military students and is also used in other non-traditional 
student populations as a measure of risk, leaving researchers to consider how different risk 
factors may affect military student populations who face military-related factors such as frequent 
permanent change of station moves and deployments (Molina & Morse, 2015; U.S. Department 
of Education, 2015).  In the development of a conceptual model to describe attrition processes in 
this population, Bean and Metzner (1985) define nontraditional students as those who “are older 
than 24, do not live in a campus residence, are a part-time student, or some combination of these 
three factors. This definition is not greatly influenced by the social environment of the 
institution; and is chiefly concerned with the institution’s academic offerings” (p. 489). 
Recognizing this issue, the American Council on Education (ACE) and the National 
Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) published a groundbreaking research 
report in November 2015, which explored military-connected undergraduate students in the 
United States.  Military-connected students are defined as “National Guard members, reservists, 
active duty personnel, and veterans” from the United States Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and Air 
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Force, (Molina & Morse, 2015, p. 1).  One of the three key findings from this report is that “a 
large share of military-connected undergraduates face life circumstances that research shows are 
associated with postsecondary non-completion” (Molina & Morse, 2015, p. vii).  Life 
circumstances in this study were assessed by the Department of Education’s proxy measure, 
which is used as an index to assess non-completion risk factors exhibited by non-traditional 
students (Molina & Morse, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2015).  The proxy measure 
identifies seven risk factors as follows: delayed college enrollment, no high school diploma, part-
time college enrollment, financially independent, have dependents, single parent status, and full-
time work while in college (Molina & Morse, 2015).  Results from this study indicated that 
active duty soldiers exhibited 60 percent of risk factors, followed by 44 percent of veterans, 37 
percent of reservists, and 30 percent of National Guard members (Molina & Morse, 2015). 
The dilemma of risk factors among active duty soldiers, such as those mentioned 
previously, has not gone unnoticed in the academic literature, yet only a few studies have 
investigated factors that affect military student’s ability to persevere in post-secondary education.  
Gaps remain in the academic literature, hindering institutions of higher education’s 
understanding of this population.  Recent research focusing on military students in post-
secondary education have identified a significant presence of risk factors of non-completion in 
active duty soldiers (Molina & Morse, 2015); challenges associated with serving in the military 
and academic persistence to include poor internet connectivity (Brown & Gross, 2011; Massie, 
2016); persistence in online degree programs (Williams, 2016); and barriers experienced with 
online courses (Bunting, 2003).  
However, other research results conflict with these findings.  Fuller’s (2011) quantitative 
study, which investigated unique military factors that affect academic persistence in a sample of 
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Army National Guard soldiers, resulted in no significant differences between the hypothesized 
relationships of unique military factors and academic persistence.  Given conflicts between 
recent research and Molina and Morse’ (2015) report, which identified that 59 percent of soldiers 
take all of their undergraduate courses online, further study is needed to examine factors that 
affect academic perseverance in active duty soldier populations enrolled in online learning 
programs.   
Introduction to the Problem 
Is it possible there are other factors yet to be considered which determine academic 
perseverance in military-connected students who are enrolled in online learning programs?  What 
are the differences between active duty soldiers who persevere in academia and those who do 
not?  Many factors can affect one’s ability to persevere in higher education environments but one 
non-cognitive factor may provide a possible explanation, the construct of grit.  Grit is considered 
a non-cognitive individual trait defined as “trait-level perseverance and passion for long-term 
goals” (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009, p. 166).  This non-cognitive factor was examined in a 
population of United States Military Academy cadets in their freshman year to determine 
retention rates (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007).  Duckworth et al’s (2007) study 
was part of a larger series of studies used to develop an instrument to measure the construct of 
grit.  The construct of grit may impact military-connected students’ academic perseverance at 
institutions of higher education in online learning programs and has yet to be examined in this 
context. 
Statement of the Problem to be Researched 
Military-connected students encounter unique factors as they work towards goals in 
higher education, which may affect their academic perseverance.  While research studies have 
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identified risk factors that military-connected students encounter which affect academic 
persistence, few studies have examined active duty military populations to determine how grit 
along with military service, personal factors, and other factors affect academic perseverance in 
online learning programs.  Therefore, further research is necessary to determine if there are 
additional factors other studies have not considered or addressed, specifically from soldiers who 
are serving on active duty status.  This study seeks to contribute to research on military-
connected students in online learning programs, which is currently limited in the post-secondary 
academic literature. 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this phenomenological case study is to identify the factors that affect the 
academic perseverance of active duty soldiers stationed at a large military installation in the 
southeast region of the United States to determine what relationships, if any, exist between 
factors related to active duty military service, personal factors, and grit in a sample of military-
connected students who are enrolled in or have recently completed an online learning program. 
Significance of the Problem 
Although the Department of Education’s proxy measure assesses the presence of risk 
factors, this measure is not unique to military students as it is also used in other non-traditional 
student populations as a measure of risk (Molina & Morse, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 
2015).  Therefore, it is unknown if there are additional factors that affect online learning program 
completion in military-connected student populations, specifically among active duty soldiers.  
In response to this gap, one of the research goals of this study is to identify critical factors that 
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affect academic perseverance to provide a better overall understanding of military-connected 
student populations.   
Military-connected students are considered non-traditional students with different needs 
and support requirements than traditional students.  Factors associated with non-completion in 
any higher education setting can affect postsecondary non-completion, but military students 
exhibit more risk factors than traditional students.  Possessing these risk factors does not predict 
a student will not complete an online course or earn a degree.  However, it is indicative of a 
higher risk of non-completion than a traditional student who may not exhibit any of these risk 
factors or fewer of them (Molina & Morse, 2015).  Molina and Morse (2015) call for a richer 
narrative in research on military-connected students, specifically studies which explore whether 
“differences in factors that may contribute to non-completion are present among service 
members and veterans in higher education” (p. 15).  Research of this nature will benefit not only 
military students but also institutions of higher education that may employ recommendations 
cited in this study.  Additional academic support options may contribute to decreasing attrition 
rates. 
Active duty soldiers are underrepresented in the post-secondary literature and locating 
research is difficult.  Therefore, this study will contribute to the post-secondary literature by 
providing a better understanding of the unique factors that affect academic perseverance 
experienced by active duty soldiers’ in online learning programs. 
Research Questions 
This phenomenological case study will examine factors that affect the academic 
perseverance of military-connected students in online learning programs.  This study addresses 
one central research question:  What are the factors that affect the academic perseverance of 
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military-connected students in online learning programs?  Three sub-questions are addressed 
within the central research question:   
1. What are the factors of active duty military service that affect military-connected 
students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs? 
2. What are the personal factors that affect military-connected students’ academic 
perseverance in online learning programs? 
3. In what way, if any, do grit impact factors affect the academic perseverance of 
military-connected students in online learning programs? 
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher Stance and Experiential Bias 
The researcher stance selected for this study is social constructivism.  Social 
constructivism assumes that “reality is socially constructed, that individuals develop subjective 
meanings of their own personal experience, and that this gives way to multiple meanings” 
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, p. 43).  Additionally, the researcher’s role is to “understand the 
multiple realities from the perspectives of the participants” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, p. 43).  
This stance is appropriate for the design of this study because the researcher is seeking to 
understand specific risk factors that affect the phenomenon of academic perseverance from the 
perspectives of military-connected students who have personally experienced these difficulties in 
pursuit of higher education. 
For almost six years, I have had the honor of working with active duty Non-
Commissioned Officers (NCOs) in the United States Army.  Many of these soldiers were 
actively pursuing their undergraduate degrees to prepare for the transition to civilian life upon 
their retirement from the military.  My role as an Instructional Systems Specialist provided me 
             
                        7 
      
 
the opportunity to mentor soldiers in the training development process.  Soldiers often 
approached me for advice pertinent to their academic career.  Many shared with me issues that 
they were experiencing in their courses.  Listening to their struggles as they attempted to balance 
their military career, personal responsibilities, and academics convinced me that these issues are 
significant among military students.  Drexel’s Ed.D. Program afforded the opportunity to 
investigate these risk factors and contribute to educational research on a population that is under-
represented in the academic community.  Perhaps most importantly, this study will provide 
clarity in educational research that will enhance soldiers’ ability to successfully transition into 
college students and post-secondary graduates.   
Conceptual Framework 
The three streams of research identified from the academic literature to support the 
purpose of this study are military-connected students, grit and academic perseverance, and 
personal factors and online learning programs.  In this study, military-connected students are the 
unit of analysis (Molina & Morse, 2015) and the primary research focus.  The experiences of 
these students provide a foundational understanding of this at-risk student population in 
institutions of higher education.  This stream also provides a historical context and highlights 
individual military factors that affect academic perseverance.  Inclusion criteria for this stream 
include active duty, National Guard, and Army Reserve study populations.  Studies focusing 
specifically on veteran populations were not included in this stream.  This decision was made 
based on the inherent differences between serving on an active status and the challenges that 
accompany academic perseverance due to this versus the challenges that veterans encounter after 
completing their military service.  However, studies, which focused on veterans, active duty, 
National Guard, and/or reservists were included in this literature stream. 
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Few studies have examined the construct of grit in an active duty military population.  
The researcher could not locate any studies which examined the non-cognitive factor of grit in a 
military sample of students enrolled in undergraduate or graduate online learning programs.  This 
stream provides current literature and instruments used in the measurement of grit.  Critiques of 
grit was also included in this section to acknowledge the limitations of both the construct and 
instrumentation concerns in the measurement of grit.  
The final stream, personal factors and online learning programs, is focused on identifying 
current literature that identifies personal factors which affect academic perseverance in online 
learning programs.  Results from this study will be used to make comparisons between soldiers’ 
perceptions of online learning programs and what current literature has identified as both factors 
that contribute to success and those that create barriers for military-connected students in online 
learning programs.  Soldiers in this study were asked to share their personal experiences in 
regard to what they perceived as factors, which contributed to their success versus factors which 
they perceived as hindering their academic perseverance in online learning programs.  Figure 1 
displays the conceptual framework model of this study. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework Model 
Definition of Terms 
Academic Perseverance 
Academic perseverance “refers to a student’s ability to remain focused and engaged in work 
despite distractions, setbacks, or obstacles” (Nagaoka et al., 2013, p. 47). 
Active duty 
Active duty is considered “full-time duty in the active military services of the United States, 
including active duty or full-time training duty in the Reserve Component” (U.S. Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, 2014). 
Branch 
“A branch is a grouping of officers that comprises an arm or service of the Army in which, as a 
minimum, officer are commissioned, assigned, developed and promoted through their company 
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grade years” (U.S. Department of the Army, 2014b, p. 472).  For the purposes of this study, 
branch also includes Non-Commissioned Officers. 
Deployment 
Deployment refers to “the relocation of forces and material to desired operational areas” and  
“encompasses all activities from origin or home station through destination, specifically 
including intra-continental U.S., inter-theater, and intra-theater movement legs, staging, and 
holding areas” (U.S. Department of the Army, 2014a, p. 44).  
Grit 
Grit is defined as “trait-level perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (Duckworth & 
Quinn, 2009, p. 166). 
Military-Connected Students 
Military-connected students are defined as “National Guard members, reservists, active duty 
personnel, and veterans from the United States Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and/or Air Force” 
(Molina & Morse, 2015, p. 1).   
Military Friendly Institutions 
Military friendly institutions are “institutions that embrace practices that recognize the unique 
needs and characteristics of these students” (Brown & Gross, 2011, p. 46). 
Military Occupational Specialty (MOS) (enlisted) 
Enlisted MOS refers to “the grouping of duty positions requiring similar qualifications, and the 
performance of closely related duties” (U.S. Department of the Army, 2007, p. 50).  
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Military Occupational Specialty (MOS) (warrant officer) 
Warrant Officer MOSs “designates separately definable qualifications within an area of 
concentration (AOC) due to major systems or skill differences” (U.S. Department of the Army, 
2007, p. 50). 
Nontraditional Students 
“A nontraditional student is older than 24, or does not live in a campus residence, or is a part-
time student, or some combination of these three factors; is not greatly influenced by the social 
environment of the institution and is chiefly concerned with the institution’s academic offerings” 
(Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 489). 
Time-In-Service 
Time-in-service “denotes how much service a member has for the purpose of determining 
longevity pay rates and is “reflecting [of] all service that is creditable towards longevity” 
(Department of Defense, 2002, para 7A). 
Assumptions and Limitations 
Assumptions 
The researcher assumed that there was a substantial population of military-connected 
undergraduates at the research site who were willing to participate in this study and who were 
enrolled in or had recently completed an online learning program.  Furthermore, it was assumed 
that military-connected students encounter different factors, which affect perseverance due to the 
demands of serving in the military, than traditional students.  Previous studies have found 
support for risk factors that affect persistence specific to military students, but additional 
research is necessary to determine their effects in online courses (Fuller, 2011; Massie, 2016; 
Molina & Morse, 2015).  In line with the assumption proposed by Fuller (2011), an assumption 
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was made that these factors are different than those experienced by traditional students.  Finally, 
it was assumed participants would provide thoughtful and honest responses to interview protocol 
questions. 
Limitations 
Study limitations were expected for the following reasons.  First, data were collected at 
one military installation located in the southeast region of the United States from a sample of 
active duty Army soldiers.  The results may not be representative of other branches of the Armed 
Forces (Marines, Air Force, & Navy) or of other Army installations.  Second, this particular 
installation only trains one branch of the Army and the military occupational specialties (MOS) 
series that fall under this branch.  There are many MOSs in the Army; therefore, study results 
may not be generalizable to other Army MOS series due to the range of different experiences 
each soldier gained from military assignments.  Third, a limitation of the purposeful sampling 
method is the unpredictability of diversity among participants due to the restricted sample size.  
Accepting participants on a first come first serve basis further limits the chances of obtaining a 
diverse sample.  Lastly, the questionnaire administered in this study relied on the Short Grit 
Scale to measure participant’s level of grit.  The Short Grit Scale is a self-report questionnaire.  
Duckworth et al. (2007) acknowledged this as a limitation in an earlier study of grit due to the 
transparency and vulnerability of the original twelve-item Grit Scale to “social desirability bias” 
(p. 1099).  The possibility exists that participants may have reported responses to questions on 
the Short Grit Scale, which were inflated based on what each considered socially desirable.  
However, Robertson-Kraft and Duckworth (2014) acknowledge that for research considered 
within a “low-steak context,” this method may be valid (p. 6).  In research considered within a 
“high-steak context,” participants may be more prone to “portray themselves in a falsely positive 
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light” (Robertson-Kraft & Duckworth, 2014, p. 6).  For the purposes of this research, this method 
is acceptable in consideration of the low-steaks context.   
Delimitations 
Three delimitations were identified in this study.  First, data analysis of 
phenomenological methods is open to subjective interpretation and bias based on the researcher’s 
background.  To ensure data are accurately interpreted, the researcher will triangulate the data by 
following up with participants, as necessary, to ensure the accuracy of the researcher’s 
interpretation.  Second, study participants were selected based on their active duty status and 
enrollment status as an undergraduate student enrolled in online learning programs at institutions 
of higher education.  While the sample size is small, results may be more transferable than 
expected due to the flexibility of criteria for inclusion.  More rigid study criteria would further 
limit diversity and variability among the sample.  Finally, it was expected that active duty 
soldiers had different experiences regarding the phenomenon of academic perseverance based on 
military occupations, permanent duty locations, and deployments, even if they shared the same 
institution of higher education. 
Summary 
In summary, the purpose of this phenomenological case study was to examine factors that 
affected academic perseverance from the perspectives of military-connected undergraduates 
enrolled in online learning programs to gain insight into the phenomenon of academic 
perseverance.  Research has shown that military students experience more risk factors of non-
completion than traditional students in completing post-secondary education requirements as 
they transition to college students, partially due to the demands of the military required by their 
occupation as a soldier.  Outcomes from this study may provide institutions of higher education 
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with a better understanding of what these demands are and data to inform educational practices 
in the future.  Hopefully, findings will lead to additional support options as military connected 
students pursue online learning programs for degree attainment, eventually leading to academic 
perseverance. 
This research sought to identify factors which affected the academic perseverance of 
military-connected students in online learning programs from the perspective of their lived 
experiences and to determine what impact, if any, grit factors have on the phenomenon of 
academic perseverance.  In the next chapter, research is presented on military-connected 
students, grit and academic perseverance, and personal factors and online learning programs, the 
three literature review streams, which informed the purposes of this study. 
  
             
                        15 
      
 
Chapter 2:  The Literature Review 
Introduction to Chapter 2 
The purpose of this literature review is to present current research, which provides a 
rationale for examining the effects of grit and personal factors on military-connected students’ 
academic perseverance in online learning programs.  Scholarly literature on active duty soldier 
populations is the pivotal focus of the review.  Currently, a substantial amount of literature exists 
on veterans, but research on active duty military service members is not as abundant.  Literature 
that focused solely on veteran student populations was not included in this review.  Molina and 
Morse (2015) emphasize, “Veterans have served on active duty, completed their service 
obligations, and met length of service requirements” (p. 3).  Some studies discuss both military 
students and veterans; therefore, those studies were included in the review (Moon & Schma, 
2011; Williams, 2016).  Despite the considerable differences between the two, the term “military 
students” are often referred to in the literature as encompassing both military students and 
veterans (Williams, 2016). 
Given that the aim of this study is to better understand the critical factors, which affect 
academic perseverance, an in-depth review of the literature consisting of active duty soldier 
study samples is required to better inform the purpose of the current research study.  Although 
the study sample consists of active duty soldiers serving in the Army, literature focusing on any 
of the joint services (Army, Navy, Air Force, and Coast Guard) was considered for inclusion in 
this review.  To filter searches by joint services would further limit literature search results. 
The construct of grit has continued to gain momentum in the academic literature, 
particularly during the last decade with the work of Duckworth et al., 2007 who initially studied 
retention rates in a sample of cadets at the United States West Point Academy in 2004 in one 
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series of studies that included different samples.  The current research sought to better 
understand how grit affected the academic perseverance of active duty soldiers from their 
perspectives.  A central question revised to reflect the current research and originally proposed in 
Duckworth et al. (2007) is as follows:  Despite the challenges that active duty soldiers experience 
during military service, why do some complete online learning programs while others do not?  
This study sought to build upon the research on grit by examining this construct not only 
quantitatively through administration of the Short Grit Scale but also qualitatively from the 
perspectives of active duty soldiers.  
Literature Review 
This following review of the literature begins with military-connected students to include 
characteristics and challenges, risk factors and academic persistence, online learning, and 
military friendly institutions.  Next, research on grit and academic perseverance is presented.  
This section also incorporates critiques of grit.  Finally, literature on personal factors and online 
learning programs to include non-traditional students, personal factors and success in online 
learning programs, personal factors and challenges in online learning programs concludes the 
review. 
Military-Connected Students 
To reiterate, military-connected students are considered non-traditional students with 
different needs and support requirements than traditional students.  Factors associated with non-
completion in any higher education setting can affect postsecondary non-completion, but 
military-connected students exhibit more risk factors than traditional students.  Possessing these 
risk factors does not predict that a student will not complete an online learning program.  
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However, it is indicative of a higher risk of non-completion than a traditional student who may 
not exhibit any of these risk factors or fewer of them (Molina & Morse, 2015). 
Characteristics and challenges.  Brown and Gross (2011) refer to the term military 
student as one “who is either a member of the active duty, reserve, National Guard, or retired 
military population, or a spouse or primary dependent of one of these students” and acknowledge 
that these students pose challenges to institutions (p. 46).  With the exception of spouse, 
dependents, and identification of specific military branches, this definition coincides with Molina 
and Morse (2015) who define military-connected undergraduates as National Guard members, 
reservists, active duty personnel, and veterans from the United States Army, Navy, Marine 
Corps, and/or Air Force (p. 1).  Military students are also often first-generation college students, 
which compounds the difficulty of adjusting to the challenges inherent to higher education 
environments (Brown & Gross, 2011). 
Unlike traditional students, active duty military are always on duty, meaning they must 
be military ready to report at any time, similar to being “on call” in other professions except 
there is no end until retirement or discharge from the military (Brown & Gross, 2011).  Although 
higher education is important to this population, due to their military commitments, the focus of 
active duty soldiers cannot be devoted entirely to educational pursuits.  Further elaborating on 
this point, Brown and Gross (2011) discuss active duty military commitments in terms of 
frequent deployments, and duty assignments that require them to be taken out of the academic 
environment at times. 
Risk factors and persistence.  In November of 2015, ACE and NASPA Student Affairs 
in Higher Education published a groundbreaking research report, which explored military-
connected undergraduate students in the United States and found that “a large share of military-
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connected undergraduates face life circumstances that research shows are associated with 
postsecondary non-completion” (p. vii).  Results from this study indicated that active duty 
soldiers exhibited 60 percent of risk factors, followed by 44% of veterans, 37% of reservists, and 
30% of National Guard members (Molina & Morse, 2015).  To reiterate, those seven risk factors 
are delayed college enrollment, no high school diploma, part-time college enrollment, financially 
independent, have dependents, single parent status, and full-time work while in college (Molina 
& Morse, 2015). 
Recent studies have also identified themes regarding the academic persistence and risk 
factors from military student’s perspectives.  Williams (2016) examined military student 
persistence factors and efforts addressing the requirements of this population to encourage 
students to complete their degrees (Williams, 2016).  A sample of 13 military students (10 men 
and three women) from the Air National Guard, Army, Marine Corps, or Navy (77 percent) and 
also (23 percent) veteran participants enrolled in online degree programs participated in semi-
structured telephonic interviews.  Three major themes were identified in this study as follows: 
time, commitment, and self-efficacy, determination to accomplish missions, and the call for 
military culture awareness. 
Fuller’s (2011) quantitative study investigated the uniquely military factors that affect 
academic persistence the most, and tested the relationship using the following defining factors: 
gender, total number of years of military service, pay grade or rank using a cress-sectional 
research design in a sample of 119 U.S. Army National Guard soldiers.  The survey included 
revised questions from Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model of non-traditional students’ 
attrition.  The Military Off-Duty Education Participation Survey consisted of 25 questions, which 
aligned to the four categories of Bean and Metzner’s (1985) conceptual model of nontraditional 
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student attrition.  No significant differences were found between uniquely military factors and 
academic persistence. 
In a qualitative case study of 43 participants serving on active duty in the Navy, Massie 
(2016) identified conflicts between earlier research and military student’s perceptions in that 
military students did not perceive themselves to be non-traditional students nor did they perceive 
themselves as an at-risk population.  Criterion sampling was used and thirty-three participants 
took part in the questionnaire while ten took part in the interview.  Fuller, (2011) found no 
significant differences between uniquely military factors and academic persistence which 
conflicts with Massie’s (2016) qualitative findings.  One explanation for the conflicting findings 
could be due to the differences between serving in an active duty environment versus serving in 
the National Guard as Massie (2016) alludes to in the discussion.  Participants in Massie (2016) 
were stationed in an active duty environment while also enrolled in post-secondary courses, 
while participants in Fuller (2011) were assembled for weekend drill.  Massie (2016) best 
describes the two sub-cultures in that “National Guard soldiers are only influenced by military 
factors for a brief period of time each month,” while “active duty military learners work in a 
military environment every day” (p. 65).  Furthermore, Molina and Morse (2015) state that 
National Guard and reservists “typically spend two weeks per year and one weekend per month 
training, commonly referred to as a “drilling period,” while “active duty personnel are full-time 
service members” (p. 3). 
Online learning.  The purpose of Bunting’s (2003) qualitative research study was to 
explore reasoning of both military personnel’s decision to choose online learning as well as their 
educational backgrounds.  The study also investigated the advantages and disadvantages of 
online learning, learning style preferences, time management, and the benefits of online learning.  
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Military students in Williams’ (2016) study identified time management as a factor specific to 
success in online learning as well as short-and long-term goals, syllabi reviews and degree 
audits.  Bunting (2003) found that students preferred traditional classrooms to online 
learning.  However, this preference could be due to the relatively new introduction of online 
learning into education at the time of publication. 
In a phenomenological study of 36 active duty military participants, Glass (2013) 
identified themes related to technical difficulty including computer availability and Internet 
access during deployment (Glass, 2013).  The issue of limited Internet access was also discussed 
in Brown and Gross (2011), who reported that deployment factors and duty assignment locations 
are challenges that culminate to effect active duty student’s ability to work in groups and submit 
assignments in a timely manner due to inability to access course materials.  A major theme 
identified in (Glass, 2013) regarding online instructors understanding of military learners is that, 
“instructors needed to be more aware of the time and participation constraints imposed by 
military service, especially when the learner was deployed” (p. 358).  However, one third of 
respondents in the same study felt that this was not an issue in that their online instructors 
understood military learners (Glass, 2013). 
Military-friendly institutions.  The term military-friendly is subjective and open to 
interpretation due to a lack of standards, which would provide institutions of higher education 
with rules and regulations for establishing themselves as such an institution.  What does it mean 
to be a military-friendly institution?  Due to the subjective nature of the term military-friendly 
and perhaps even due to misinterpretation, some institutions claiming to be military friendly may 
not have supportive practices in place to meet the requirements of students who are service 
members (Wilson et al., 2016).  Bonar (2016) agrees that military friendly status may be claimed 
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but campuses may offer limited resources to military-connected students.  The Department of 
Defense (DoD) requires any educational institution choosing to participate in the DoD Tuition 
Assistance (TA) Program for service members, sign and adhere to the DoD Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) between DoD Office of the USD (P&R) and Educational Institution and 
Service-Specific Addendums.  The TA Program is used as a funding source “available to service 
members participating in high school completion and approved courses from accredited 
undergraduate or graduate education programs or education institutions” (Department of 
Defense, 2011, 13).  The purpose of the MOU is to articulate “the commitment and agreement 
education institutions provide to the Department of Defense by accepting funds via each 
Service’s tuition assistance (TA) program in exchange for education services” (Department of 
Defense, 2011, p. 1).  Failure to comply with MOU requirements will result in TA withdrawal 
from that specific educational institution.  This is one method of ensuring educational institutions 
adhere to requirements that are in the best interest of military-connected students.   
Military students “pose unique challenges to academic institutions” since courses are 
often developed courses with a target audience of traditional students in mind which may 
increase the risk of non-successful course completion for military students (Brown & Gross, 
2011).  To address these issues, institutions of higher education should work begin working 
toward meeting military friendly criteria defined as “institutions that embrace practices that 
recognize the unique needs and characteristics of these students” (Brown & Gross, 2011, p. 46).  
Military friendly criteria listed in Brown and Gross (2011) included the following: 
• Offering priority registration for military students, 
• Simplified or expedited application process, 
• Flexible enrollment deadlines, 
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• Academic and counseling services targeted to military students, 
• Special web pages for returning military students, 
• Support groups, 
• Transfer credit policies that minimize loss of credit and avoid duplication of 
coursework, 
• Limited academic residency requirement of 25 percent of undergraduate degree 
programs on campus and 30 percent for fully online programs, 
• Acceptance of ACE credit recommendations for learning experiences in the 
armed forces, 
• Awarding of credit for college level learning validated through testing (College 
Level Examination Program [CLEP], Defense Activity for Non-Traditional 
Education Services [DANTES] exams, and Excelsior College Testing (ECE), 
• Deferred tuition payment plans, 
• Veterans lounges and centers, and 
• Research focused on meeting the needs of military students (p. 46). 
Recent research by Wilson et al. (2016) focused on developing a standardized measure of 
military friendliness in educational intuition settings.  The gap identified by Wilson et al. (2016) 
is an “open-access standardized rating system that bridges military student needs with relevant 
support” (p. 2).  Both current military members and those who had formerly served the military 
were invited to participate in this study and were asked to rank 73 practices by order of 
importance to the needs of military learners (Wilson et al., 2016).  The following 10 practices 
voted either “very important” or “extremely important” are as follows: 
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1. Education offered meets acceptable levels of quality determined by accreditation 
agencies, 
2. Institution has clearly articulated tuition and fee refund policy, 
3. Institutional administrator understands the federal policies and programs that 
guide military higher education, 
4. Institution and programs are approved to enroll students receiving educational 
benefits, 
5. Institution has established an enforced service member credit transfer policy, 
6. Institution accepts credits from military transcripts, 
7. Institution participates as a member of Servicemembers Opportunity Colleges, 
8. Institution offers in-state tuition, discounted tuition, scholarships, and flexible 
payment options for service members and their families, 
9. Institution offers a variety of program options to deployed military personnel, and 
10. Trained personnel conduct timely and accurate evaluations of military educational 
records. (Wilson et al., 2016, p. 6) 
Future studies suggested by Wilson et al. (2016) include the need for research based on 
practices most important to service members, and factors that influence those factors, which 
correspond to the research questions of the current study.  Factors in the current study are based 
on active duty soldiers’ perceptions of critical factors in higher education that affect the 
phenomenon of academic perseverance.  Since Wilson et al. (2016) focused on quantitative data 
collection methods, results from the current qualitative study may provide a better understanding 
of the top ten practices identified as critical if results correspond to the practices. 
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Massie’s (2016) study of active duty soldiers serving in the Navy described military-
friendly as “being higher education institutions and faculty that recognized the challenges of 
serving in the military and made allowances to help active duty military students with unique 
challenges” (p. 81).  They also perceived these factors to be positively related to their persistence 
in higher education (Massie, 2016).  Military students in Williams (2016) identified military-
friendly policies as a factor in their success.  Schools considered non-military friendly are 
characterized by “lack of feedback from professors, uncaring faculty and staff, too much 
homework, and not being able to transfer credits to another university” (Massie, 2016, p. 83). 
Military-connected students share many of the same risk factors that may affect academic 
perseverance as traditional students and even non-traditional students who are not in the military, 
including being first generation students (Brown & Gross, 2011).  The seven risk factors of the 
Department of Education’s proxy measure of non-traditional students include the following:  
• Delayed college enrollment, 
• No high school diploma,  
• Part-time college enrollment,  
• Financially independent,  
• Have dependents,  
• Single parent status, and  
• Full-time work while in college (Molina & Morse, 2015).   
Fuller (2011) found no significant differences between uniquely military factors and 
academic persistence.  However, research supports differences in the challenges encountered 
by military-connected students in higher education.  One of the major differences between 
traditional students and military-connected students is active duty soldiers must be ready to 
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report for duty at any time and therefore, cannot focus solely on educational pursuits (Brown 
& Gross, 2011).  This duty requirement can cause interruptions to the online learning 
environment especially during deployments when active duty soldiers encounter issues such 
as poor Internet access, or limited computer availably (Brown & Gross, 2011; Glass, 2013).  
Deployment factors and duty assignment locations also affect active duty soldier’s ability to 
work in groups and submit assignments on time (Brown & Gross, 2011).  Institutions of 
higher education are challenged with developing supportive course and program policies for 
military-connected students who may not meet timeline parameters of traditional online 
courses due to these factors.  
Grit and Academic Perseverance  
Academic perseverance is considered a “body of psychological concepts,” which in 
broader terms refers to “a student’s ability to remain focused and engaged in work despite 
distractions, setbacks, or obstacles” (Nagaoka et al., 2013, p. 47).  Student efforts and the quality 
of their academic behavior are also captured within the definition of academic perseverance 
(Nagaoka et al., 2013, p. 47).  The concept of grit (Duckworth et al., (2007) is closely related to 
academic perseverance (Nagaoka et al., 2013).  Some studies have focused on grit’s effects on 
student’s performance in a variety of settings.  For instance, Duckworth et al., (2007) asked the 
question “Why do some individuals accomplish more than others of equal intelligence?” (p. 
1087).  This stream informs the current research by providing a possible answer to a similar 
question regarding military-connected students:  Why do some soldiers accomplish more than 
others of equal intelligence when faced with similar risk factors that affect the phenomenon of 
academic perseverance in online learning programs?  Could it be that these particular soldiers 
have a higher level of grit than their counterparts?  In an attempt to better understand the concept 
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of academic perseverance and the effects of grit, the next stream presents research related to both 
constructs.  Research on military-friendly intuitions and perspectives regarding the impacts of 
institutions of higher education in online learning are also presented in this stream. 
Grit.  Grit is defined as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals” and is described 
as “working strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest over years despite 
failure, adversity, and plateaus in progress” (Duckworth et al., 2007, pp. 1087-1088).  Given 
these descriptors, one could easily surmise that grit is possibly an important non-cognitive factor 
that affects the academic perseverance of students in pursuit of higher educational goals.  
Specifically, in terms of the question presented earlier, which broaches the issue of “Why do 
some individuals accomplish more than others of equal intelligence?” (Duckworth et al., 2007, p. 
1087).  This question dates back to 1907 when William James stated, “Compared with what we 
ought to be, we are only half awake.  Our fires are damped, our drafts are checked.  We are 
making use of only a small part of our possible mental resources…men the world over possess 
amounts of resource, which only exceptional individuals push to their extremes of use”  (William 
James as cited in Duckworth et al., 2007, p. 1087). 
With the defining characteristics of grit in mind, the next issue was determining how to 
measure the construct of grit.  In the absence of a standalone measure of grit that met the 
following four criteria: “evidence of psychometric soundness, face validity for adolescents and 
adults pursuing goals in a variety of domains, low likelihood of ceiling effects in high achieving 
populations, and most important, a precise fit with the construct of grit,” researchers “developed 
and validated a self-report questionnaire of grit referred to as the Grit Scale” (Duckworth et al., 
2007, p. 1089).  This research consisted of six separate studies, two of which were conducted 
with military cadets at the United States West Point Academy in 2004 (Study four) and a 2006 
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replication study (Study five).  Study four utilized a sample of candidates at the United States 
Military Academy in 2004.  Researchers were interested in examining grit as a predictor of 
success in a challenging environment (Duckworth et al., 2007).  1,218 freshman cadets 
participated in the 2004 study.  The Grit Scale was used in this study and had an internal 
reliability coefficient of α = .79 (Duckworth et al., 2007).  The Whole Candidate Score, which 
consists of a weighted composite of high school rank, SAT score, Leadership Potential Score, 
and Physical Aptitude Exam, was also used in this study (Duckworth et al., 2007).  Summer 
retention, academic GPA, and military performance score (MPS) were the final measures of 
success used in this study.  Results indicated that grit was not related to the Whole Candidate 
Score or the related components of this score.  Additionally, grit was a predictor of summer 
retention but was not a sound predictor of cumulative first-year GPA and MPS of the remaining 
candidates. 
Study five was a replication of study four.  Participants included 1,308 cadets who 
completed the Grit Scale and the 9-item Conscientiousness subscale of the Big Five 
Inventory.  Results from the study were that the Whole Candidate Score was not related to 
grit.  Grit was a better prediction of summer retention rates.  Conscientiousness and the Whole 
Candidate Score did not predict summer retention.  The first two studies indicated that 
individuals who were grittier than others their age, completed higher levels of education 
(Duckworth et al., 2007). 
Duckworth and Quinn (2009) later proposed to “validate a more efficient measure of 
grit” in a series of six studies (p. 166).  The first two studies were used in the development of the 
brief scale.  Study three was used for measurement validation.  Study five consisted of 1,248 
freshmen in the class of 2009 at the United States West Point Academy.  During the three-month 
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study, the Short Grit Scale again predicted the summer retention after the summer training 
program better than the Whole Candidate Score.  One study limitation was that the assumption of 
an individual's investment in the “measured outcomes” was untested because the researchers did 
not assess individual goals of the participants.  This assumption was tested in the current 
qualitative study as a comparison between the Short Grit Scale and military-connected students’ 
perceptions of the factors that affect their perseverance in pursuit of higher educational goals in 
online learning programs. 
Since completion of the Short Grit Scale validation, other studies have used it as a 
measurement of grittiness in military samples.  Buller (2012) examined Grit Scale scores and 
achievement as measured upon graduation at the United States Military Academy (USMA).  
Study participants included 1,235 USMA cadets in the class of 2008.  Results indicated that 
although a significant relationship was found between grit and cumulative GPA, the relationship 
was not strong nor a valid “stand-alone measurement of academic achievement” (Buller, 2012, p. 
54).  Results suggested that grit was significantly linked to variability in cumulative but that high 
school rank, and SAT scores explained variability more so than grit as a predictor of college 
success.  Grit was also found to be a predictor of military and physical performance scores 
(Buller, 2012).  Grit could potentially serve as a predictor of attrition since cadets who exited the 
program had a mean Grit score of 3.6273 out of the highest score possible of 5 (Buller, 2012).  
The association between grit and retention was examined in a sample of Army Special 
Operations Forces (ARSOF) during a twenty-four-day selection course in the first 
study.  Researchers examined the predictive validity of grit as measured at the beginning of the 
course.  677 candidates in the ARSOF selection course participated in the study.  Evaluation 
criteria included general intelligence, physical fitness, and grit prior to the start of the twenty-
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four-day training course (Eskereis-Winkler, Shulman, Beal, & Duckworth, 2014).  The eight-
item Short Grit Scale was used to assess grit.  General intelligence was measured from the results 
of the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery - General Technical (ASVAB-GT), which all 
participants completed.  The Army Physical Fitness Test assessed physical fitness and years of 
schooling were captured via self-report.  Grittier individuals were less likely to voluntarily drop 
out of the ARSOF selection course (Eskereis-Winkler et al., 2014). 
Akos and Kretchmar (2017) investigated a sample of undergraduates at the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill using self-report grit scales and informant-report grit as predictors 
of first year GPA and other outcomes variables.  In addition, this study sought to determine the 
relationship between the self-reported grit scales and informant-report grit scales.  Participants 
were asked to select an informant (mentor, friend, or parent) to complete the grit scale for the 
student.  86 out of 209 total participants were linked to informant-grit surveys.  The Short Grit 
Scale - self and informant developed by Duckworth and Quinn (2009) was used in this 
study.  Informant questions were revised to reflect third party responses but otherwise matched 
the original Short Grit Scale.  Significant results were found between self-reports and informant 
reports on the Short Grit Scale.  Interest sub scores were one point higher on average compared 
to the self-report scores.  Perseverance of effort sub scores were half a point higher on the 
informant reports.  Overall, informant reports were higher than self-reports on the Short Grit 
Scale.  Researchers believe this may be due to enhancement bias on the part of the informant.  
For example, parents who completed the Short Grit Scale on behalf of their child may have been 
more motivated to portray them in a more favorable manner even though this was not a high 
stakes situation, such as college admissions (Akos & Kretchmar, 2017).  Enhancement bias was 
found to be stronger than social response bias in this study due to lack of high stakes.  Akos and 
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Kretchmar (2017) determined, “at the very least, we can conclude that informant grit scores are 
equally valid predictors of first-year GPA as self-report grit scores” (p. 182). 
Additional studies used measures other than the Short Grit Scale as a measure of grit.  
The purpose of Samar’s (2015) study was to “explore the impact of a variety of known non-
cognitive factors currently associated with academic success” (p. 42).  The Non-Cognitive 
Academic Success Factor Scale developed for this study was a more comprehensive 
measurement of non-cognitive factors than the eight-item grit scale and was developed using a 
more diverse population (Samar, 2015).  Non-cognitive factors used in this study derived from 
measures of grit, resiliency, problem solving skills, personality, emotional intelligence, self-
efficacy, and self-concept (Samar, 2015).  Scores from the Non-Cognitive Academic Success 
Factor was a greater predictor of variance in GPA than intelligence (Samar, 2015). 
The purpose of Maddi, Matthews, Kelly, Villarreal, and White’s (2012) study was to 
“determine whether grit and hardiness have an enhancing effect on the performance of cadets 
experiencing the significantly stress military training at USMA” (p. 22).  The study sample 
consisted of 1,285 USMA cadets.  Hardiness was measured using the eighteen-item Personal 
Views Survey III Revised (PVS-III-R) and grit was measured using the original seventeen-item 
grit scale.  Whole Candidate Scores (WCS) and Cadet Performance Scores (CPS) were used to 
measure the past and first year performance.  Results indicated that WCS, hardiness, and grit 
were significant predictors of retention in USMA cadets.  However, grit was the most important 
predictor of retention and had a larger effect than the other two variables. 
While the concept of grit has been around for many years, research is continuously 
evolving.  Duckworth et al. (2007) determined that grit was essential to high achievement after 
conducting a series of interviews professionals in various fields such as medicine, law, 
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investment banking, and academia.  The quality that was routinely stated as the difference 
between “star performers in their respective fields” was the non-cognitive factor of grit 
(Duckworth et al., 2007, p. 1088).  The next obstacle was to establish an instrument to measure 
grit. 
The 12-item Grit Scale was developed in Duckworth et al. (2007) and was shown to 
predict retention rates in West Point Cadets at the U.S. Military Academy.  Later, the eight-item 
Short Grit Scale was developed in Duckworth and Quinn (2009) and was also a predictor of 
retention in a study of West Point Cadets.  Other studies have since utilized the Short Grit Scale 
to measure grit (Buller, 2012; Eskereis-Winkler et al., 2014; Akos & Kretchmar, 2017). 
Research indicates that criteria for the establishment of military-friendly institutions is 
open to interpretation and while some institutions of higher education claim to be military-
friendly, they may actually lack supportive practices that meet service member requirements 
(Bonar, 2016; Wilson et al., 2016).  Evident from this sub-stream is the need for the 
establishment of a standard set of guidelines for institutions of higher education to follow in 
order to meet military friendly criteria or in the very least, a set of updated recommendations to 
support the development of such standards.  Grit is potentially a predictive non-cognitive factor 
of student success in institutions of higher education.  Table 1 presents studies of different 
iterations where both the Grit Scale and the Short Grit Scale have been administered in grit 
research during the past decade. 
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Table 1  
Iterations of the Grit Scale (Grit-O) and the Short Grit Scale (Grit-S) Administration in Studies 
of Grit 
 
 
 
Source Design Setting/ 
Participants 
Measure Results 
Duckworth et al., 
(2007) (Studies 1 & 2) 
Quantitative  
Cross-sectional 
Online website: 
authenichappiness.org
/ Adults aged 25 and 
older 
Grit-O: 
Educational 
Attainment 
Grittier individuals attained 
higher levels of education. 
Duckworth et al., 
(2007) (Study 3) 
Quantitative  
Cross-sectional 
Ivy League 
undergraduates 
Grit-O: GPA Undergraduates who scored 
high in grit had higher GPAs 
despite low entry SAT scores. 
Duckworth et al., 
(2007) (Studies 4 & 5) 
Quantitative  
3 month 
Longitudinal 
Study 
U.S. West Point 
Academy Cadets 
(Class of 2008/2010) 
Grit-O: Retention Grit was a better predictor of 
retention during the first 
summer than self-control or 
West Point’s summary 
measure of cadet quality. 
Duckworth et al., 
(2007) (Study 6) 
Quantitative  
1 month 
Longitudinal 
Study 
National Spelling Bee 
finalists 
Grit-O: Final 
Round 
Grittier competitors outranked 
their less gritty competitors in 
the spelling bee. 
Duckworth & Quinn, 
(2009) (Study 2) 
Quantitative  
Cross-sectional 
Online website 
gritstudy.com/ 
Adults aged 25 and 
older 
Grit-O & Grit-S: 
Educational 
Attainment/ 
Career changes 
Grittier adults changed careers 
less and had higher levels of 
education. 
Duckworth & Quinn, 
(2009) (Study 4) 
Quantitative  
1 year 
Longitudinal 
Study 
7-11th grade students Grit-O & Grit-S: 
GPA/Hours 
watching TV 
Grittier adolescents had 
higher GPAs and watched less 
hours of TV. 
Duckworth & Quinn, 
(2009) (Study 5) 
Quantitative  
3 month 
Longitudinal 
Study 
U.S. West Point 
Academy Cadets 
(Class of 2009) 
Grit-O & Grit-S: 
Retention 
Cadets with higher levels of 
Grit were less likely to drop 
out of the summer training 
program. 
Duckworth & Quinn, 
(2009) (Study 6) 
Quantitative  
1 month 
Longitudinal 
Study 
National Spelling Bee 
finalists 
Grit-O & Grit-S: 
Final Round 
Grittier competitors advanced 
further in the spelling bee.  
Maddi et al., (2012) Quantitative  
  
U.S. West Point 
Academy Cadets 
17 item version 
of the Grit Scale 
Grit had a larger effect on 
retention than Whole 
Candidate Scores and 
hardiness.  All three variables 
were positive factors related 
to retention.  
Akos & Kretchmar, 
(2017) 
Quantitative  First year 
undergraduates at the 
University of North 
Carolina, Chapel Hill 
Grit-S/GPA Total grit score inversely 
predicted change in major. 
Grit sub-scores predict GPA 
differently.   
“Perseverance of effort was a 
significant predictor of GPA 
while consistency of interest 
was not” (p. 180). 
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Critiques of grit.  Given the recent emergence and popularity of grit in academic 
literature, this construct has naturally drawn criticism from academic scholars and journalists.  
Denby (2016), a journalist from The New Yorker, referred to grit as a “pop-psych smash” with 
justification for doing in that at the time of the article’s publication, Duckworth’s 2013 TED talk 
had been viewed by over eight million people (p. 3).  Presently, approximately 12,619,519 
people have viewed Duckworth’s TED talk, which is a testament to its continued popularity 
(Duckworth, 2013).  Recently, Credé, Tynan, and Harms (2017) published a meta-analytic 
synthesis of 73 studies, which included a critique of Duckworth’s measurement of grit as 
comprising two lower-order facets: perseverance (of effort) and consistency (of interest) on both 
the Grit Scale (Duckworth et al., 2007) and the Short Grit Scale (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  
Total scores on both scales encompass both facets of perseverance and consistency, which are 
reported via an individual’s “overall grit score,” reflecting their level of grit (Credé et al, 2017, p. 
493; Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  Credé et al. (2017) reported three key 
findings from data, which derived from 88 samples and 66,807 individuals, as follows:     
1. Findings indicated that current evidence does not support the claim that grit is a 
higher-order construct that is characterized by two lower-order facets. 
2. Grit exhibits relations with academic performance and retention that are only modest 
and do not compare favorably with other well-known predictors of academic 
performance (cognitive ability, study habits, and academic adjustment). 
3. The incremental value of grit for the prediction of performance is likely to be limited 
(p. 502). 
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Later, in an interview conducted by Aldeman (2016), Credé reported a fourth finding which he 
acknowledged, “We don’t actually write about much in the paper,” as follows: 
The way grit has been described to the public in interviews and popular writings doesn’t 
match up well with the actual empirical findings.  This is true not only in general across 
the entire field, but even in Duckworth’s work really doesn’t support what she says about 
grit in public interviews (p. 2). 
During this interview, one area that Credé discussed as problematic was the self-report 
aspect of both Grit Scales, claiming that he could see more value added in ratings by an 
individual’s teacher, co-workers, supervisors, or parents instead of assessing an individual’s grit 
by relying on self-reported ratings (Aldeman, 2016).  His rationale behind this notion is that an 
individual is answering questions related to items that are “socially desirable” such as aspects of 
determination and persistence (Aldeman, 2016, p. 3).  Credé also asserts that individuals must 
have a certain level of self-awareness to complete both grit scales (Aldeman, 2016, p. 3).  In 
short, the concern is that individuals may not accurately complete the scales because they may 
not admit to responses they perceive as socially undesirable, even if they personify those 
attributes (Aldeman, 2016). 
In May of 2016, Iowa State University News Service published a news release discussing 
Credé and colleagues’ findings from the meta-analytic synthesis on grit literature.  In this release, 
Credé asserts that items from the grit scales are similar to other measures of conscientiousness, 
an existing concept of 50 years (Credé & Hunt, 2016).  He contends, “It’s really just a 
repackaging or relabeling of conscientiousness, which we’ve known about for over 50 years.  It’s 
perhaps a sexier title, but it’s nothing new” (Credé & Hunt, 2016, p. 1).   
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Useem (2016) also questioned Duckworth’s “grit recipe” or more specifically the second 
part of the definition, passion (for long term goals) (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  His question 
was as follows: “How well does this approach-basically, pick one long-range goal, keep your 
head down, and don’t take a step sideways-hold up in an economy where career paths can twist 
and even vanish with little warning?” (p. 6).  Duckworth responded to this question by admitting 
that she hadn’t considered it, possibly because of her academic background where paths to 
success are clearer (Useem, 2016).  In response she stated “Grit may carry risk, because it’s 
about putting all your eggs in one basket to some extent” (Useem, 2016, p. 6).   
Overall, results in Credé et al. (2017) did not support the claim that grit is a good 
predictor of success (Credé & Hunt, 2016).  Credé summed up his assessment of grit as follows: 
“My overall assessment is that grit is far less important than has commonly been assumed and 
claimed.  And it doesn’t tell us anything that we don’t already know” (Kamenetz, 2016, p. 4). 
Duckworth responded to the claims in Credé et al. (2017) stating, “I can’t see, exactly, how the 
author goes from these findings to the rather bold claims in his press release” (Kamenetz, 2016, 
p. 4).   
Duckworth responded specifically to the following points based on results in Credé et al. 
(2017): 
1. Effect sizes in one of Duckworth’s major papers on grit were described incorrectly to 
sound misleadingly large.  
2. The impact of grit is exaggerated, especially when looking at a broader population of 
people – not just the high achievers in Duckworth’s initial studies.  
3. Grit is nearly identical to conscientiousness, which has been known to psychologists 
for decades as a major dimension of personality.  It is not something that’s necessarily 
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open to change, especially in adults, whereas Duckworth in her writings suggests that 
grit is (Kamenetz, 2016, p. 4).   
In response to these three points, Duckworth admitted to the first point but denied any 
attempt to “mislead” as the numbers reported in the study were accurate (Kamenetz, 2016).  On 
the second point, she also did not disagree but Kamenetz (2016) reports conflicting information 
by Duckworth on this subject referencing the 2013 TED talk, where grit was clearly   presented 
as a unique factor of success.  Responding to the third point, Duckworth states that she considers 
grit “a member of the conscientiousness family but one with predictive powers” (Kamenetz, 
2016, p. 9).  Consistency of effort is the factor that Duckworth believes separates grit from 
conscientiousness, or the deliberate practice towards mastery of a goal (Kamenetz, 2016).  
Duckworth closed by stating that she remains open to criticism and it currently considering 
revisions to the grit scale (Kamenetz, 2016).  
Personal Factors and Online Learning Programs 
To better understand the personal factors that affect academic perseverance in online 
learning, it is necessary for researchers to consider the personal challenges and factors associated 
with students who were successful or unsuccessful in online learning programs.  Without this 
information, it is difficult if not impossible to provide recommendations to institutions of higher 
education regarding military-connected student populations who are enrolled in online learning 
programs.  This stream presents recent research that identifies factors in which online programs 
have been successful and also those which were unsuccessful.   
Non-traditional student factors.  Markle (2015) defined non-traditional students as 
those who exhibit the following characteristics: 
• 25 years of age or older, 
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• 5-year gap between enrollment in high school and college, 
• Employed part-time or full-time, and 
• Serve in the role of spouse, domestic partner, parent, or caretaker. (p. 268) 
Non-traditional students encounter many personal factors as they complete online 
learning programs such as balancing multiple roles often simultaneously between family, work, 
and school (Markle, 2015).  Inter-role conflict can occur when one or more of those domains 
conflict with each other.  Women are more likely to experience feelings of selfishness and guilt 
over that amount of time spent away from their family in pursuit of their educational goals 
(Markle, 2015).  Giancola, Grawitch, and Borchert’s (2009) study of a comprehensive stress 
model identified inter-role conflicts experienced by adult students in higher education.  The most 
common inter-role conflicts experienced by non-traditional students include the following: 
• Family-School, 
• School-Family, 
• Work-School, and 
• School-Work. (Giancola et al., 2009; Markle, 2015) 
Of the four inter-role conflicts in Giancola et al. (2009), school-family was identified as 
the greatest conflict, followed by school-work, work-school, and family school respectively. 
School-family demands are “school demands make it difficult to meet family demands” (Markle, 
2015, p. 270).  These findings were also supported in a study of personal factors that affect 
students who are unsuccessful in online learning programs at Monroe Community College 
(MCC) where Fetzner (2013) found that 14.2 percent of responders indicated that they had 
personal problems related to their health, jobs, or child care and 13.7 percent indicated that they 
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were unable to handle the stress of studying in addition to the combination of work and family 
responsibilities. 
Personal factors and success in online learning programs.  Holzweiss, Joyner, Fuller, 
Henderson, and Young (2014) examined graduate students’ perceptions of their best learning 
experiences in online environments.  Five major themes emerged from the sample of 86 graduate 
students: critical thinking assignments, instructional technology, faculty engagement, 
interactions with peers and instructors, and personal responsibility (Holzweiss et al., 2014).  
Participants in this study indicated that in addition to timely feedback, they wanted faculty to 
provide insightful evaluation for future improvements to their work and more in-depth 
engagement with instructors such as reassurance, encouragement, and guidance (Holzweiss et 
al., 2014).  Interaction with peers and instructors included the preference for group assignments 
and also interacting with their instructor throughout the course (Holzweiss et al., 2014).  Personal 
responsibility was a theme that graduate students acknowledged which strengthened their 
learning experience when they understood the expectations of their performance in the online 
course (Holzweiss et al., 2014). 
Applying the Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education developed 
by Chickering and Gamson (1991), Crews, Wilkinson, and Neill (2015) proposed to improve 
students’ performance in online courses.  Those seven principles are as follows: encourages 
contact between student and faculty; develops reciprocity and cooperation among students; 
encourages active listening; gives prompt feedback; emphasizes time on task; communicates 
high expectations; and respects diverse talents and ways of learning (Chickering & Gamson, 
1991).  179 students completed an online survey, which assessed the Seven Principles for Good 
Practice as applied in the course design and student perceptions of their skill enhancement 
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throughout the course (Crews et al., 2015).  Results with the highest overall average among 
categories included course information provided by the instructor to students such as an outline 
or syllabus that indicates assignment due dates, clear and easy to understand course information, 
effective facilitation by course instructor, efficient and effective instructor communication 
(Crews et al., 2015).  Researchers concluded that these seven principles are “essential in the 
development of teaching within a success online environment” (Crews et al., 2015, p. 101). 
Personal factors and challenges in online learning programs.  In an attempt to capture 
the perceptions of students who were unsuccessful in online learning, Monroe Community 
College (MCC) began administering surveys to students who failed or did not finish their online 
course in 2003 (Fetzner, 2013).  Unsuccessful students were defined as those who received a 
grade of F or W in an MCC online course (Fetzner, 2013).  The Survey of Unsuccessful Online 
Students is a 45-question survey that was administered over the telephone by MCC personnel 
(Fetzner, 2013).  The survey was administered three different times in school years 2003, 2005-
2006, and again in 2009-2010 resulting in a response rate of 14 percent (Fetzner, 2013).  Results 
from all years included acknowledgment of the difficulty related to catching up after falling 
behind, personal problems related to health, job, and child care, inter-role conflicts between 
work, school and family, and dissatisfaction with the online format and instructor teaching style 
(Fetzner, 2013). 
When evaluating these factors, it is important to note that some of them are out of the 
control of institutions of higher education.  For instance, family obligations or personal problems 
are specific to each individual.  While instructors can be more flexible with these students should 
they choose, they cannot predict or control theses occurrences.  Conversely, consideration must 
be given to other factors such as technical difficulties or perhaps even the course taking up too 
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much time.  When asked about what advice the students would give other peers about online 
learning, the top five statements included staying up with course activities to avoid falling 
behind, utilize good time management and organizational skills, set aside time each week to 
work on online course work, and know how to get technical assistance (Fetzner, 2013).  Other 
notable statements included the importance of understanding course expectations via the 
syllabus, knowing how much each assignment was worth towards student’s grades, and 
communicating online regularly (Fetzner, 2013).  The higher the number of previous higher 
education credit hours, the more likely students were to earn a grade of C or better (Fetzner, 
2013). 
Online learning course standards and expectations are often developed with the 
traditional resident student in mind (Brown & Gross, 2011).  However, Gillet-Swan (2017) 
acknowledged that applying a “one size fits all approach” from traditional courses to online 
learning is not effective and tends to further isolate an already isolated non-traditional student 
population (p. 21).  The isolation inherent in online learning combined with non-traditional status 
poses challenges to military-student populations who are already not well understood by their 
faculty and peers.  Gillet-Swan (2017) described personal issues such as “anxiety associated with 
using technology, being out of one’s comfort zone, inequity in assessment, particularly in 
‘group’ assignments, and the inability or difficulty in peer interaction, particularly in 
presentations” (p. 21).  Challenges related to personal factors included family commitments and 
also being on call for work, which affects attendance and participation in online learning, 
particularly so for active duty military students who are on call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week 
(Gillet-Swan, 2017). 
             
                        41 
      
 
Online learning programs offer more flexibility to students but also create personal 
challenges and barriers for some.  Online learning course standards and expectations are often 
developed with a traditional student target audience in mind creating challenges for non-
traditional students or one size fits all approaches are used in the transition from resident to 
online courses (Brown & Gross, 2011; Gillet-Swan, 2017).  Other personal challenges that may 
especially affect military-students are similar to those that affect traditional students such as 
family commitments and also being on call for work, which affects attendance and participation 
in online learning, especially for active duty military students who are on call 24/7 (Gillet-Swan, 
2017).  Active duty military students are always on call and consideration must be given to this 
population.  Providing a better understanding of personal factors related to success and 
challenges in online learning programs will enable institutions of higher education to 
continuously work toward the establishment of supportive policies for military-connected 
students.  Some of these issues may not be so different than the ones experienced by traditional 
students. 
Summary 
Although the academic literature is limited regarding active duty soldier populations, 
those few studies that have examined factors affecting the academic perseverance of military-
connected populations provide a baseline from which to build upon and to conduct further 
research for the purposes of this study.  Three streams are presented in this literature review to 
determine the state of the current research on military-connected students, specifically active 
duty soldiers, in online learning programs at institutions of higher education.  The three streams 
are military-connected students, grit and academic perseverance, personal factors and online 
learning programs.  Combining these three streams informs the overall purpose of this research 
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and provides a clearer understanding of critical factors that may affect academic perseverance in 
active duty soldiers in online learning programs.  Results from this literature review were used in 
the consideration and development of the study design and methodologies utilized in this 
research, which are discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.   
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Chapter 3:  Research Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this phenomenological case study was to better understand the critical 
factors that affect the academic perseverance of military-connected students who are currently 
enrolled in or have recently completed an online learning program at an institution of higher 
education.  One central research question was addressed through sub-questions, which guided the 
interview protocol as follows: 
Central Question:  What are the factors that affect the academic perseverance of military-
connected students in online learning programs? 
The following three sub-questions were addressed within the central research question:   
Sub-Question 1:  What are factors of active duty military service that affect the academic 
perseverance of military-connected students in online learning programs? 
Sub-Question 2:  What are personal factors that affect the academic perseverance of 
military-connected students in online learning programs? 
Sub-Question 3:  In what way, if any, do grit impact factors affect the academic 
perseverance of military-connected students in online learning programs? 
This chapter describes the overall methodology and rationale of this research study to 
provide an understanding of the study design used to address the research questions.  This 
chapter is organized into four sections beginning with research design and rationale.  Next, the 
study site and population are presented followed by a description of each research method.  The 
final section addresses the overall ethical considerations in relation to the Belmont Report and 
additional unique factors that researchers must consider when conducting research on members 
of the United States military. 
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Research Design and Rationale 
The qualitative study approach provides a means for exploring the central phenomenon of 
academic perseverance and critical factors unique to military-connected students who have 
experienced the reality of serving in the military while completing requirements for online 
learning programs.  Qualitative data characteristics include “exploring a problem and developing 
a detailed understanding of a central phenomenon” and “collecting data based on words (from 
interviews) from a small number of individuals so that the participants’ views are obtained,” 
which aligns with the purpose of this study (Creswell, 2015, p. 16). 
A phenomenological case study design was selected to address the research questions and 
problem of interest in this study.  Case studies allow the researcher an opportunity to interact 
with participants in an in-depth and significant manner, which provides for a more detailed 
understanding of the unit of analysis, military-connected students (Creswell & Poth, 2017).  This 
case study is contained in a bounded system, which allows researchers to describe and analyze a 
social phenomenon from the perspective(s) of an individual, groups, intuitions, communities, or 
policies (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Merriam, 2009).  Bounded systems are often referred to within 
parameters such as the location of the case (Creswell & Poth, 2017).  The bounded system of 
focus in this study was military-connected students, or more specifically active duty soldiers, 
who experienced the phenomenon of academic perseverance and the large military installation 
where they were stationed.  Multiple participants and two different sources of information were 
used to capture the critical factors that affect military-connected students’ academic perseverance 
in online learning programs at institutions of higher education. 
The case study methodology allows the researcher to collect data involving multiple 
intensive methods and sources of evidence such as document reviews, observations, interviews, 
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focus groups, surveys, and critical incidents (Creswell, 2017; Yin, 2014).  Also, case studies 
allow for collecting a mix of qualitative and quantitative data to further define a case (Yin, 
2014). 
In this study, semi-structured interviews and the Short Grit Scale were the primary 
methods of data collection (Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  Semi-
structured interviews were conducted to collect qualitative data using phenomenological 
methods, which “typically involve interviewing individuals who have experienced the 
phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 77).  Phenomenological interviewing methods were 
selected to enable the researcher to “describe the common meaning for several individuals of 
their lived experiences of a concept or phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 75).  The 
phenomenon of academic perseverance was examined from the perspective of a unique 
population, active duty soldiers, to describe the lived experience of serving in the military while 
simultaneously working to complete an online learning program.  The meanings of this 
phenomenon emerged from participants’ descriptions of factors they encountered, which affected 
their academic perseverance in online learning programs.  Although active duty soldiers did not 
all attend the same institution of higher education, each experienced the phenomenon of 
academic perseverance as they worked towards successful completion of an online learning 
program.  The second data collection method used in this case study was quantitative in nature.  
The 8-item Short Grit Scale was administered during semi-structured interviews to collect 
quantitative data regarding participants’ level of grit (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  Grit scores 
provided a more in-depth understanding of the impact that grit has on the phenomenon of this 
study, academic perseverance. 
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This study employed the case study protocol format as described in Yin (2014).  
Specifically, the following sections provide an overview of the case study, data collection 
procedures, data collection questions, and the case study report guide utilized in this research 
(Yin, 2014, pp. 84-85).  Descriptions of case study protocol elements used in this research are 
discussed in greater detail in the subsequent sections of this chapter. 
Site and Population 
Population Description 
Active duty soldiers are a unique and underrepresented population in academic research.  
The target population of this study was active duty soldiers serving in the Army at a military 
installation located in the southeast region of the United States.  Molina and Morse (2015) found 
that active duty soldier populations were more likely to take all of their coursework online as 
compared to their peers in the National Guard, reserves, and veteran populations.  Therefore, 
active duty soldiers selected for this study were enrolled in or had recently completed an online 
learning program at an institution of higher education. 
Soldiers selected to participate in this study had a minimum of five years, time in service, 
which ensured that he or she has sufficient military experience.  Multiple participants 
experienced one or more deployments while simultaneously completing an online learning 
program.  Deployments are defined as “the relocation of forces and material to desired 
operational areas” and “encompasses all activities from origin or home station through 
destination, specifically including intra-continental U.S., inter-theater, and intra-theater 
movement legs, staging, and holding areas” (U.S. Department of the Army, 2014a, p. 44).  
Soldiers were not required to have deployment experience to participate in this study, but the 
experience of deploying provided richer data respective to the phenomenon of academic 
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perseverance, specifically regarding access to courses and poor Internet connectivity issues in 
online learning programs.  Unifying characteristics each soldier shared in addition to active duty 
military service and enrollment in online learning programs were similar MOSs specific to one 
branch of the Army.  According to Creswell and Poth (2017), in phenomenological studies, “it is 
essential that all participants have experience of the phenomenon being studied” (p. 157).  The 
final motivating factor for the selection of active duty soldiers was the ability of the researcher to 
obtain access to an underrepresented population that had never been examined for risk factors 
which affect the phenomenon of academic perseverance in online learning, specifically, the non-
cognitive factor of grit. 
The intent of sampling techniques in qualitative research is “not to generalize to a 
population, but rather to develop an in-depth exploration of a central phenomenon” (Creswell, 
2015, p. 205).  Therefore, qualitative researchers typically seek to purposefully select study 
participants that will provide a better understanding of the study phenomenon.  Purposeful 
sampling methods were employed in this study for participant selection to aid in the 
understanding of military-connected students and the unique critical factors they encounter in 
online learning programs, which varied from those experienced by traditional students (Creswell, 
2015).  Eight participants were selected using the purposeful sampling method of snowball 
sampling.  Creswell and Poth (2017) define snowball sampling as a sampling method that 
“identifies cases of interest from people who know people who know what cases are 
information-rich” (p. 159).  Snowball sampling is a particularly efficient method for participant 
recruitment in this study since many soldiers have worked together for years or may have served 
together at the same duty location or during a deployment.   
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Given the purposeful method of snowball sampling and the phenomenological case study 
design selected for this study, six to 12 participants were acceptable.  The final sample consisted 
of eight study participants.  The rationale behind the selected sample size was that a smaller 
sample size would provide less opportunity to compare experiences and derive themes between 
the study participants.  In addition, Morse (2000) cites the large amount of data collected from 
each participant as a rationale behind utilizing smaller sample sizes in phenomenological studies, 
or in this study, the phenomenological methods utilized during semi-structured interview 
sessions. 
Site Description 
The research site was a large military installation located in the southeast region of the 
United States.  This site was selected due to the heavy active duty military presence located 
onsite.  This military installation also provided the researcher access to a diverse sample of Non-
Commissioned, Warrant, and Commissioned Officers.  The installation was a convenient and 
centrally located site for participants.  Additionally, the site was selected because the researcher 
is a prior employee at this installation with access to installation personnel and onsite facilities to 
conduct the interviews. 
Site Access 
There were no known issues with access to the military installation due to the 
researcher’s credentials as a Department of the Army Civilian employee.  The researcher’s 
credentials were presented each time the installation was accessed.  The researcher obtained 
written permission to conduct research using a sample of soldiers at the military installation from 
the Office of the Staff Judge Advocate General (JAG).  Permission was granted on March 14, 
2017 via a memorandum addressed to the researcher from the Administrative and Civil Law 
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Division.  This memorandum was included in the Drexel University Internal Review Board 
(IRB) submission packet. 
Research Methods 
The qualitative case study research design used in this study employed semi-structured 
face-to-face interviews based on an interview protocol developed by the researcher to collect 
qualitative data during the face-to-face interviews.  Each interview was recorded for transcription 
purposes and data analysis procedures.  The researcher visited the research site and met with 
participants individually.  Seven interviews were conducted on-site at the installation library in a 
private study room where interviewees met with the researcher at a mutually determined and 
approved time.  The eighth interviewee was unable to meet with the researcher during that time 
and scheduled an alternate date to participate in the study.  Interview audio files ranged in length 
from 19-43 minutes.  Audio recording did not begin until each participant had reviewed the 
consent handout and given the researcher verbal permission to record the interview.  Audio 
recording concluded at the end of each interview before participants completed the Short Grit 
Scale.  Accounting for consent handout review time and Short Grit Scale completion, total 
participation time ranged from 34-58 minutes. 
Description of Each Method Used 
Instrument description.  The primary instrument used in this study was the interview protocol.  
The researcher developed questions using a semi-structured format beginning with neutral, 
description information (Merriam, 2009).  Initial questions were written in a closed-ended format 
to gather basic demographic information.  Demographic questions included respondents’ age, 
gender, race/ethnicity, marital status, military rank, time in service (TIS), time in grade (TIG), 
MOS, number of deployments while enrolled in an online learning program, highest level of 
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education, online learning program enrollment status, graduation date, degree program, and 
GPA.  Other observational information included the interview start time, end time, and physical 
location of the interview as recommended in the sample interview protocol (Creswell & Poth, 
2017, p. 167).  Open-ended questions, including the research sub-questions of this study, ensued 
after the demographic questions concluded.  
In qualitative research, the researcher also serves as the primary instrument during the 
interview process (Merriam, 2009; Pezalla, Pettigrew, & Miller-Day, 2012).  Serving as an 
instrument is advantageous to researchers who can “expand his or her understanding through 
nonverbal as well as verbal communication, process information (data) immediately, clarify and 
summarize material, check with respondents for accuracy of interpretation, and explore unusual 
or unanticipated response” (Merriam, 2009, p. 15).  Pezella et al. (2012) found that interviewers 
with affirming characteristics (“showing support for a respondent’s idea or belief”) promoted 
richer and more detailed disclosures from respondents by establishing a nurturing environment 
that was conducive to conversation (p. 172).  Thus, the researcher utilized affirming responses 
during the interview process to collect richer, more detailed responses and to establish a 
comfortable environment, which elicited conversation with participants.  In previous interview 
sessions for coursework purposes, the researcher used affirmative response which coincided with 
the researcher’s innate personality, interview preference, and style. 
Semi-structured interviews.  The semi-structured interview format is used to “facilitate 
more focused exploration of a specific topic, using an interview guide” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 
2016, p. 155).  According to Merriam (2009), semi-structured interviews are used in most 
qualitative research studies.  Interview questions followed the guidance provided in Merriam 
(2009): 
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Thus, the interview guide will probably contain several specific questions that you want 
to ask everyone, some more open-ended questions that could be followed up with probes, 
and perhaps a list of some areas, topics, and issues that you want to know more about but 
do not have enough information about at the outset of your study to form specific 
questions. (p. 103) 
The semi-structured interview method was also selected because it provided the 
researcher with more confidence during the data collection phase of the study due to the 
structured format of the questions (Merriam, 2009).  The interview protocol included all sub-
questions of this research, which aligned with Creswell and Poth (2017) who state, “Interview 
questions are often the sub-questions in the research study phrased in a way that interviewees can 
understand” (p. 164).  Probes were used as necessary to obtain additional follow-up information 
or for questions of clarity from responses to the interview protocol. 
The preferred format of the semi-structured interviews was face-to-face.  All eight 
interviews took place face-to-face thus eliminating the requirement to conduct virtual interviews.  
Interview sessions were recorded with the participants’ permission and audio files were 
transcribed by a professional transcription service.  The researcher verified the accuracy of 
transcripts by reviewing them multiple times in conjunction with corresponding audio files. 
Short grit scale.  The Short Grit Scale was administered to study participants upon 
completion of the semi-structured interviews.  The researcher chose to administer the Short Grit 
Scale at the end of the semi-structured interviews in order to avoid researcher bias based on the 
participants’ grit score.  By administering the Short Grit Scale at the end of the semi-structured 
interviews, the participants’ level of grit was unknown to the researcher until each interview was 
complete.  Additionally, this choice potentially reduced bias among participants’ responses in 
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relation to grit since participants’ grit scores were unknown to them until the interviews were 
complete. 
Duckworth (2017) gave permission to researchers and educators to use Grit Scales for 
non-commercial purposes; therefore, written permission to use the eight-item Short Grit Scale 
for the purposes of this study was not required.  The Short Grit Scale was administered in the 
format located on Duckworth’s (2017) website within the research section.  The eight item 
version of the Grit Scale was used in this study.  Per Duckworth (2017), grit scales are 
copyrighted and therefore cannot be published in a wide public distribution format, thus, the 
scale is not included within the appendices section of this study.       
The Short Grit Scale is a condensed version of the 12-item Grit Scale originally 
developed in (Duckworth et al., 2007).  The abbreviated version is considered not only shorter 
but also psychometrically stronger than the 12-item Grit Scale (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  
Table 2 lists the internal consistencies reported during the development and validation study of 
the eight-item Grit Scale, which ranged from 0.73 to 0.84 (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009). 
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Table 2  
Internal Consistencies for the Short Grit Scale reported in Duckworth and Quinn (2009) 
Study Sample Cronbach’s Alpha 
Study 1 West Point Cadets 2008 
West Point Cadets 2010 
2005 National Spelling Bee 
Ivy League undergraduates 
0.73 
0.76 
0.80 
0.83 
 
Study 2 
 
 
Adults aged 25 and over 
October 2006- July 2007 
 
0.82 
 
Study 3 
 
 
Family members 
Peers 
Self 
Adults aged 25 and over 
April 2006- September 2006 
 
 
0.84 
0.83 
0.83 
 
Study 4 
 
 
Spring 2006 
Spring 2007 
7th, 8th, 10th, and 11th graders 
 
 
0.82 
0.84 
 
Study 5 
 
West Point Cadets 2009 
 
0.77 
 
Study 6 
 
 
2006 National Spelling Bee 
 
0.82 
 
Note. Revised from Table 2 in Duckworth and Quinn (2009) 
Participant selection.  Aligning with the snowball sampling method selected for this 
study, participant selection was based on accepting all voluntary participants recommended from 
other study participants.  Study criteria included active duty military soldiers who were currently 
enrolled in or had recently completed an online learning program at an institution of higher 
education.  Study participants who had taken several online courses were preferred so that they 
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were able to provide extensive insight into the focus of this research, the phenomenon of 
academic perseverance.  Seven participants met this criteria and one participant did not.  
Participant 6 did not meet this criterion as he was beginning his first semester in an online 
learning program during the interview sessions in September of 2017. 
Identification and invitation.  The researcher began the process of recruiting 
participants by contacting known military-connected students located at the research site who 
meet the criteria for inclusion in this research study.  Military-connected students had at least 
five years’ time in service and were a recent graduate of or currently enrolled in an online 
learning program.  Potential participants were contacted via email.  A synopsis of the study was 
provided to study candidates in the format of a written description via email.  
Data collection.  Data collection for the pilot study began upon IRB approval in 
September 2017.  Once the pilot study concluded, revisions were made as needed to the 
interview protocol based on the feedback from pilot study participants.  The pilot study is 
described in the following section.  Semi-structured interviews were the primary method of data 
collection for this study to address the research questions and the Short Grit Scale was used to 
capture participants’ level of grittiness (Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  
Ultimately, eight active duty soldiers were available to participate in the study during the 
timeframe of data collection. 
Data were collected during individual interviews with each participant.  Interviews did 
not require the use of virtual interviews since each interview was conducted face-to-face.  Face-
to-face interviews were recorded onsite using a digital device to have a record of the interview 
for transcription and later, data analysis purposes.  Verbal permissions were sought from every 
participant to record the interview via the consent process.  The Short Grit Scale was 
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administered to each participant during the individual interview sessions after interview 
questions from the protocol were completed.  
Pilot study.  Pilot studies are recommended in qualitative research to test the both the 
“quality of an interview protocol and for identifying potential research biases” (Chenail, 2011, p. 
257).  In addition, a pilot study allows the researcher an opportunity to conduct a dress-rehearsal 
with participants who are the same or similar to those defined in the study criteria, an 
opportunity to collect data, and the capability to make revisions based on the results from the 
pilot as needed prior to the main study (Chenail, 2011).  The pilot study provides the researcher 
with an opportunity to further refine plans for data collection in regard to the content and 
procedures to be utilized in the main study (Yin, 2014). 
Data collection procedures for the pilot study began with development of the interview 
protocol.  The sample for the pilot study consisted of active duty soldiers located at a large 
military installation in the southeast region of the United States.  Pilot study criteria reflected the 
same population defined in the main study.  The researcher conducted the pilot study after 
successfully defending the proposal and upon receiving IRB approval.  Participants in the pilot 
study provided the researcher with a more accurate estimate of interview length and question 
reliability based on interviewee responses and reactions. 
The main criterion for the selection of two pilot study participants was based on 
convenience and access (Yin, 2014).  Participants in the pilot study were asked to provide 
feedback based primarily on the interview protocol.  Specifically, participants were asked to 
provide responses regarding interview phrasing and suggestions for revisions based on their 
military expertise and insight.  In return, Yin (2014) recommends that the researcher be prepared 
to provide feedback to pilot study participants in return for their participation.  Results from the 
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pilot study strengthened the reliability of the interview protocol prior to conducting the main 
study. 
Pilot research design.  Replicating the methodology of the proposed study, 
phenomenological interview techniques were used in the pilot research study to better understand 
the common meanings of active duty soldiers’ lived experiences in relation to factors that may 
affect academic perseverance in online learning programs (Creswell & Poth, 2017).  The Short 
Grit Scale was administered during the pilot semi-structured interview sessions.  However, the 
main focus was on revising the interview protocol questions based on feedback from pilot study 
participants prior to conducting the main study.  Table 3 includes descriptions of the pilot 
research design and timeline.   
Table 3  
Pilot Research Design 
Sample Size Location Purpose Timeline 
2 active duty soldiers The same military 
installation of the 
study located in the 
southeast region of 
the United States. 
Conduct mock interviews 
using the interview 
protocol; request feedback 
from study participants; 
make revisions as needed 
prior to the main study. 
After the defense 
proposal and 
upon IRB 
approval. 
 
Data Analysis Procedures  
Once interviews for both the pilot and main studies concluded, data analysis commenced.  
Pilot study data was analyzed first followed by data collected after the main study concluded.  
Qualitative Data Analysis.  Data from the semi-structured interviews were analyzed 
following procedures in the data analysis spiral, which is “a process of moving in analytic circles 
rather than using a fixed linear approach” during qualitative data analysis (Creswell & Poth, 
2017, p. 185).  The first three steps involved in the data analysis spiral are managing and 
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organization the data, reading and memoing emergent ideas, describing and classifying codes 
into themes (Creswell & Poth, 2017).  Data were managed and organized by using a standard 
naming convection and uploading interview transcripts into NVivo, a commercial data analysis 
software product.  NVivo was selected due to the features available for organizing, analyzing, 
and identifying insights in qualitative data (QSR International, n.d.). 
The researcher began the data analysis process by reading each interview transcription 
several times to get a sense of the data (Creswell, 2015; Tesch, 1990).  As the transcriptions were 
read, the researcher took notes, which culminated into the development of a finalized codebook.  
The codebook served to describe how the researcher coded data from the interviews and 
established boundaries for each code (Creswell, 2015; Creswell & Poth, 2017).  During step 
three, the researcher used codes to describe and classify textual data from the interview 
transcripts into themes (Creswell & Poth, 2017).  Methods for advanced interpretation methods 
are described below in lieu of steps four and five of Creswell and Poth’s (2017) data analysis 
spiral model. 
To develop interpretations of the semi-structured interview data, Moustakas’ (1994) more 
rigorous method was selected.  Utilizing the modified version of the Van Kaam Method of 
phenomenological analysis, the researcher began the process of horizonalizing the interview 
data.  Moustakas (1994) describes horizonalizing as a process in which the researcher will “list 
every expression relevant to the experience” (p. 121).  Expressions within each transcription that 
do not either contain responses which provide necessary and sufficient means for understanding 
the phenomenon or responses which cannot be abstracted and labeled were discarded and what 
remains are “invariant constituents of the experience” that provide a better understanding of the 
phenomenon of academic perseverance (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121). 
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The next step of this process is to “cluster the invariant constituents of the experience that 
are related into a thematic label” measuring invariant constituents and thematic labels against 
each participant’s complete transcription (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121).  The final steps involved in 
this process are the construction of Individual Textual Descriptions for co-researchers and 
Textural-Structural Descriptions to include verbatim responses from each participant’s interview 
transcription (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121).  Once the researcher completed the process of 
constructing Individual Textual Descriptions, the Composite Description emerged “of the 
meanings and essences of the experience, representing the group as a whole” (Moustakas, 1994, 
p. 121). 
Quantitative Data Analysis.  Scoring of the eight-item Short Grit Scale followed the 
guidance in Duckworth et al. (2007) and Duckworth and Quinn (2009).  Short Grit Scale scores 
were reported on a scale of one through five.  Response items include “very much like me,” 
“mostly like me,” “somewhat like me,” “not much like me,” and “not like me at all” (Duckworth 
et al., 2007; Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  To obtain an accurate assessment of consistency of 
interest over time, responses to items one, two, five, and six of the Short Grit Scale were 
reversed scored on a scale of one through five (Duckworth et al., 2007).  Short Grit Scale scores 
were obtained by adding up the points and dividing by eight, the number of total items 
(Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  Grittiness levels were determined by the 
total score, which ranged from the maximum score of five (“extremely gritty”) to the lowest 
score of one (“not at all gritty”) (Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).   
Stages of Data Collection 
The stages of data collection are summarized in Table 4.   Dates in this timeline shifted 
forward to accommodate the IRB review and approval process.  The timeline begins with the 
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initial task of the researcher, which is to obtain committee approval to move forward with the 
study during the defense proposal in June 2017.  Upon committee approval, IRB approval was 
sought in July and granted in August.  Data collection began in September 2017.  The researcher 
traveled to the research site and scheduled interviews within the same timeframe.  Data 
collection concluded in September 2017.  Data analysis ran from September through October.  
Chapters four, and five-draft development and revisions commenced in October and concluded 
in November.  Tasks described in Table 4 culminated into the dissertation defense, in December 
2017. 
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Table 4  
Timeline of Data Collection 
Date Task Key participants Purpose 
June 2017 Defense proposal presentation The researcher and 
committee members 
Obtain committee 
approval to move forward 
with the research study. 
 
July 2017 
 
IRB Submission/Revisions 
 
The researcher and Dr. 
Phillips 
 
Obtain IRB approval or 
suggestions for revisions. 
 
August 2017 
 
IRB Approval 
 
Social/Behavioral IRB 
 
Obtained IRB approval to 
conduct the study. 
 
September 2017 
 
Pilot study commencement; 
Revisions based on results 
 
The research and pilot 
study participants. 
 
Data collection from semi-
structured interviews. 
 
September 2017 
 
Conduct one-on-one 
interviews/administer Grit-S 
survey (field research). 
 
The researcher and study 
participants. 
 
Data collection from semi-
structured interviews and 
the Grit-S survey. 
 
September - 
October 2017 
 
Data Analysis 
 
The researcher 
 
Conduct 
phenomenological 
analysis using the 
modified Van Kaam 
method; Obtain Short Grit 
Scale scores. 
 
October - 
November 2017 
 
Draft Chapters 4 and 5. 
 
The researcher and 
committee members. 
 
Complete Draft Chapters 
4 and 5 for committee 
review. 
 
November 2017 
 
Complete revisions per 
committee feedback. 
 
The researcher and 
committee members. 
 
Finalize Chapters 4 and 5. 
 
December 2017 
 
Dissertation Defense 
 
The researcher and 
committee members. 
 
Successfully defend 
dissertation and obtain 
committee 
signatures/approvals. 
 
Ethical Considerations 
The Belmont Report serves as a “statement of basic ethical principles and guidelines that 
should assist in resolving the ethical problems that surround the conduct of research with human 
subjects” (Belmont Report, 1979).  Three basic ethical principles are identified in the report: 
respect for persons, beneficence, and justice (Belmont Report, 1979).  The following section 
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outlines the methods of adherence to ethical considerations, which was carried out during the 
research study. 
Soldiers are not considered a vulnerable population in research; however, Parasidis 
(2012) argues that they should be.  Citing numerous examples of historical research and military 
population abuses, Parasidis (2012) proposes reforms to three areas and first appeals for the 
amendment of federal guidelines to identify military populations in research as a vulnerable 
population.  Parasidis (2012) calls into question two ethical considerations of concern especially 
to military populations in both military medicine and research: beneficence and justice.  To 
ensure that the two ethical considerations of beneficence and justice are adhered to in this study, 
the research followed guidance recommend by Parasidis (2012) who states that researchers 
working with military research requires “steadfast adherence to core concepts that include 
protecting patient autonomy, promoting accurate risk-benefit disclosures, ensuring that informed 
consent is appropriately obtained, eliminating undue influence and coercion, and accounting for 
socio-economic inequalities” (p. 773). 
During the interview process, “participant confidentiality is of utmost importance” 
(Creswell, 2015, p. 231).  Therefore, participants were informed that their information was 
confidential and would only be used for study purposes.  Adhering to the terms detailed in the 
permission memo from the Department of the Army Office of the Staff Judge Advocate at the 
military installation where data collection will transpire, the researcher conducted the research in 
a manner to where soldiers were not identifiable through their recorded responses.  Thus, 
participant identification numbers and pseudonyms were used as identifiers throughout the 
dissertation.  Verbal consent was sought from each participant before the conduct of the study in 
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an appropriate manner to include an explanation of the study in language that participants could 
understand. 
Adhering to the Belmont (1979) ethical principle of respect for persons, the researcher 
provided study participants with the purpose of the study, participant selection, study 
methodology, use of study findings, and their rights as study participants during the informed 
consent process before beginning each interview.  A consent handout was provided to each 
participant prior to the interview session.  The researcher notified participants that there was no 
financial compensation or reward of any kind for participation in the study via the consent 
handout.  Undue influence and coercion was eliminated by informing participants upfront that 
their involvement is strictly voluntary, and that they could request to leave the study at any time, 
should they agree to participate (Parasidis, 2012).  The researcher’s contact information was 
provided to each study participant.  The researcher allotted time to address questions and 
concerns before beginning the interview.  Participants’ verbal permissions were sought to record 
the interview by a digital voice-recording device.   
To promote accurate risk/benefit disclosures the researcher sought and obtained Drexel 
IRB approval before conducting any study related activities on military-connected students 
(Parasidis, 2012).  Drexel’s IRB determined the level of review (exempt, expedited, or full) this 
research study received based on the level of the risk the study poses to participants.  Permission 
was granted to submit the initial IRB submission via email in lieu of Drexel’s electronic process 
due to technical issues.  The researcher completed and submitted the following forms as required 
per IRB 3, Social/Behavior/Educational Research: HRP-201 Form: Contact Information, HRP-
211 Form: Application for Initial Review, Written Proposal, HRP-503: Template Protocol 
Social/Behavior/Educational, and the HRP-502 Template Consent Document 
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Social/Behavior/Educational.  “Obtaining permission before starting to collect data is not only a 
part of the informed consent process but also an ethical practice” (Creswell, 2015, p. 168).  Once 
Drexel IRB approval was granted, the researcher ensured that informed consent procedures were 
followed onsite at the military installation where data collection occurred.  The researcher 
disclosed all risk/benefit information applicable to this study to each participant before beginning 
the interview via the consent handout.   
Lastly, the researcher completed Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) on 
May 3, 2016, which remains valid through May 3, 2019.  
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Chapter 4:  Finding, Results, and Interpretations 
Military-connected students encounter challenges in online learning programs that are 
distinctive from ones non-traditional students might encounter due to their military service.  This 
phenomenological case study sought to further explore academic perseverance through a series 
of eight semi-structured interviews and the administration of the Short Grit Scale to identify 
participant’s levels of grit.  Other studies have investigated related concepts in military-
connected student populations, but few studies have examined active duty military populations to 
determine how grit along with military service, higher education, and other factors affect 
academic perseverance in online learning programs. 
This study was designed to identify general, military service, personal, and grit impact 
factors that may affect the academic perseverance of military-connected students in online 
learning programs to determine if there are additional factors, which other studies have not 
considered or addressed.  Results may benefit not only military-connected students but also 
institutions of higher education that may employ recommendations cited from this study by 
providing additional academic support options, which may contribute to decreasing attrition rates 
in military-connected student populations.  This study will also contribute to the post-secondary 
literature by providing a better understanding of the unique factors that affect academic 
perseverance as experienced by active duty soldiers’ in online learning programs.   
The bounded system and physical setting of this phenomenological case study was a 
military installation located in the southeastern United States.  The primary mission of the 
installation is to train, educate, and develop Army [branch] professionals and to integrate the 
capabilities of this branch across war fighting functions to support commanders and soldiers.  
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The military installation is comprised of thirty-six multi-command, multi-service, and multi-
missioned organizations.  Installation training areas encompass several counties and a few states.   
The military installation has an estimated daily population of around 15,000 people, 
which includes military, civilian and contractor employees, and military family members.  This 
estimation also includes other military personnel who attend training courses on site but who are 
not permanent parties, meaning that they are not stationed at the installation.  Research 
participants of this study were all permanent party active-duty soldiers stationed on site.  Table 5 
includes a breakdown structure of permanent party active duty military soldiers at the 
installation.   
Table 5  
Active Duty Military Soldiers Stationed at the Research Installation 
Personnel Category Total 
Non-Commissioned Officers 821 
Warrant Officers 438 
Commissioned Officers 197 
Total 1,456 
 
Research Questions 
This phenomenological case study examined the factors that affect the academic 
perseverance of military-connected students in online learning programs.  This study addressed 
one central research question:  What are the factors that affect the academic perseverance of 
military-connected students in online learning programs?  Three sub-questions were addressed 
within the central research question as follows:   
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1. What are the factors of active duty military service that affect military-connected 
students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs? 
2. What are the personal factors that affect military-connected students’ academic 
perseverance in online learning programs? 
3. In what way, if any, do grit impact factors affect the academic perseverance of 
military-connected students in online learning programs? 
Methodology 
The researcher employed a phenomenological case study to identify the factors that affect 
the academic perseverance of military-connected students in an online learning program.  The 
methodology selected for this study was a phenomenological case study designed to address 
these questions and the problem of interest in this study.  Case studies encompass bounded 
systems.  The bounded system of this study was military-connected students who experienced 
the phenomenon of academic perseverance and the large military installation where they were 
stationed.  The case study methodology provided the researcher with an ideal environment to 
interact with participants in a significant manner during a series of individual interview sessions, 
which provided for a more detailed understanding of the unit of analysis, military-connected 
students (Creswell & Poth, 2017).  Phenomenological interviewing methods were utilized with 
the intent to “describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of 
a concept or phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 75).  Conducting interviews with active 
duty soldiers provided the researcher the opportunity to explore the phenomenon of academic 
perseverance from their perspectives and gain insights into their lived experiences regarding this 
phenomenon. 
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The case study methodology also allowed the researcher to collect a mix of qualitative 
and quantitative data to further define a case (Yin, 2014).  The second data collection method 
used in this case study was quantitative in nature.  The 8-item Short Grit Scale was administered 
during semi-structured interviews to collect quantitative data regarding participants’ level of grit 
(Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  Grit scores provided participants’ level of grit and when combined 
with the qualitative interview data, provided a more in-depth understanding of the impact that 
grit may have on the phenomenon of this study, academic perseverance.  Combined, a composite 
description emerged, which represented the phenomenon of academic perseverance from the 
perspectives of military-connected students. 
Study participants included eight active duty soldiers serving in the Army at a military 
installation located in the southeast region of the United States.  Participants’ ages ranged from 
27 (lowest) to 47 years (highest).  The average time in service (military) of the eight participants 
ranged from 8 (lowest) to 24 years (highest).  Six participants were enrolled in an online learning 
program and three participants had recently completed an online learning program.  Participants’ 
highest level of completed education ranged from a GED to a Bachelor’s degree.  Seven 
participants were Non-Commissioned Officers and one participant was a Warrant Officer in the 
United States Army. 
Data collection consisted of eight individual face-to-face semi-structured interview 
sessions.  Individual interview sessions ranged from 34-58 minutes in length.  Participants were 
administered the Short Grit Scale at the end of each interview session.  Study participation 
concluded once participants completed both requirements.  Once data collection concluded, the 
process of analyzing the data commenced.  Data from the semi-structured interviews was 
analyzed following the first three steps of the data analysis spiral (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 
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185).  The researcher also employed a more rigorous method to develop interpretations of the 
semi-structured interview data by following Moustakas’ (1994) modified version of the Van 
Kaam method of phenomenological analysis. 
Chapter 4 presents the study findings, results and interpretations of the semi-structured 
interviews.  This chapter is organized into four sections beginning with a description of 
participant demographics.  The second section describes the central research question of factors, 
which military-connected students believed affected their academic perseverance in an online 
learning program.  The third section describes findings associated with the first sub-question of 
active duty military service factors that military-connected students believed affected their 
academic perseverance in an online learning program.  The fourth section describes findings 
associated with the second sub-question of the personal factors that military-connected students 
believed affected their academic perseverance in an online learning program.  Finally, the last 
section describes findings associated with the third sub-question of grit impact factors, which 
military-connected students believed affected their academic perseverance in an online learning 
program. 
Findings 
Findings in the current study are based on military-connected students’ accounts and 
perceptions of factors that affected their academic perseverance while completing an online 
learning program.  The data collection method selected for this research study was individual 
semi-structured interviews conducted at the research site by the researcher.  Eight active-duty 
soldiers participated in individual interview sessions ranging from 34-58 minutes each.  At the 
end of each interview, participants were administered the Short Grit Scale.  Professional 
transcription services were sought for interview transcription.  The researcher verified the 
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accuracy of each completed transcription through multiple reviews of each participant’s 
interview audio file in conjunction with interview transcripts.  The Short Grit Scale was scored 
manually by the researcher on a scale of 1 – 5 in accordance with the instructions provided in 
Duckworth and Quinn (2009).  Findings from the study are presented in the subsequent sections. 
Participants 
Participants of this study included eight active duty soldiers stationed at a military 
installation located in the southeast region of the United States.  Study participants served within 
one branch of the Army.  Six active duty soldiers identified as male and two identified as female.  
Seven soldiers were members of the Army Non-Commissioned Officer ranks (NCO) in the ranks 
of E-6 through E-8.  One soldier was a member of the Army Warrant Officer ranks in the rank of 
CW-4.  Table 6 lists the rank structures for enlisted, warrant officer, and officer ranks, which 
comprise the United States Army. The lowest rank is represented on the left side of the table and 
the highest rank on the far right.  The lowest enlisted rank is a Private (E-1) and the highest rank 
is the Sergeant Major of the Army (E-9).  The lowest warrant officer rank is a Warrant Officer 1 
(W-1) and the highest rank is a Chief Warrant Officer (W-5).  The lowest officer rank is a 
Second Lieutenant (O-1) and the highest rank is General of the Army, which is reserved for 
wartime only. 
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Table 6  
Army Rank Structure 
Enlisted/Non-Commissioned Officer (NCO) Ranks E-1 to E-9 
E-1 E-2 E-3 E-4 E-5 E-6 E-7 
Private Private 
E-2 
(PV2) 
Private 
First Class 
(PFC) 
Corporal 
(CPL) 
Specialist 
(SPC) 
Sergeant 
  
(SGT) 
Staff 
Sergeant 
(SSG) 
Sergeant 
First Class 
(SFC) 
E-8 
 
E-9 
Master Sergeant 
(MSG) 
First Sergeant 
(1SG) 
Sergeant 
Major 
(SGM) 
Command 
Sergeant Major 
(CSM) 
Sergeant 
Major of the 
Army  
(SMA) 
 Warrant Officer Ranks W-1 to W-5 
W-1 W-2 W-3 W-4 W-5 
Warrant Officer 1 
(WO1) 
Chief Warrant 
Officer 2 
(CW2) 
Chief 
Warrant 
Officer 3 
(CW3) 
Chief Warrant 
Officer 4 
(CW4) 
Chief 
Warrant 
Officer 
(CW5) 
Officer Ranks O-1 to O-10 
O-1 O-2 O-3 O-4 O-5 
Second  
Lieutenant 
(2LT) 
 
First  
Lieutenant 
(1LT) 
Captain 
(CPT) 
Major 
(MAJ) 
Lieutenant 
Colonel 
(COL)  
O-6 O-7 O-8 O-9 O-10 
Colonel 
(COL) 
Brigadier 
General 
(BG) 
 
 
Major 
General 
(MG) 
Lieutenant 
General 
(LTG) 
General 
(GEN) 
Army Chief 
of Staff 
Special 
General of the Army 
Reserved for wartime only 
 
Note. Table 6 is adapted from Department of Defense (n.d.) Enlisted and Officer Rank insignias.   
Each interview began with a series of demographic questions.  The first four questions 
related to general demographics such as age, race/ethnicity, and gender.  The next series of 
demographic questions related to military service with the purpose of establishing military-
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connected students’ time in service, rank, job, and number of deployments to ensure that each 
participant met study criteria.  The remaining demographic questions established military-
connected students’ education level, online learning program enrollment status, graduation dates 
(as applicable), and current undergraduate GPA.  Table 7 provides a summary of participant 
demographic information collected during the semi-structured interviews. 
Table 7  
Participant Demographic Data Matrix 
ID 
(Pseudonym) Age Gender 
Race/ 
Ethnicity 
Marital 
Status 
Military 
Rank 
Time in 
Rank 
Highest 
Level of 
Education 
Degree  
Program 
First 
Generation 
College 
Student 
GPA 
1 (Evan) 47 Male 
 
Pacific 
Islander 
 
Married E-7 SFC 8 years Bachelor Aeronautics Yes 3.4 
2 (Marcia) 29 Female 
 
Hispanic/ 
Latino/ 
White 
(Caucasian) 
 
Married E-7 SFC 2 years Associate 
Human Service 
Management No 3.4 
3 (Andrew) 38 Male 
 
White 
(Caucasian) 
 
Married E-7 SFC 7 years Associate 
Criminal 
Justice No 4.0 
 
4 (Thomas) 
 
31 
 
Male 
 
White 
(Caucasian) 
Married E-7 SFC 6 months Associate General Studies No 0* 
5 (Noah) 27 Male White (Caucasian) Married 
E-6 
SSG 2 years Bachelor 
Science of Business 
(Admin 
Certification) 
No 3.8 
6 (Michael) 27 Male 
 
White 
(Caucasian) 
 
Divorced E-6 SSG 2 years 
High 
School 
Applied 
Technology No 0* 
7 (Lauren) 33 Female 
White 
(Caucasian) 
 
Married E-8 MSG 6 months Bachelor 
Communication 
Studies Yes 3.8 
8 (Porter) 42 Male White (Caucasian) Married 
W-4 
CW4 3 years GED 
Professional 
Development, 
Business, and 
Management 
Yes 3.46 
 
Note. *Transfer or new student 
  
Participants for this study were recruited using the snowball sampling method.  
Participant selection was based on accepting all voluntary participants recommended from other 
study participants.  The researcher began the recruitment process by contacting known military-
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connected-students located at the research site who meet the criteria for inclusion in this research 
study.  Identification and invitation was open to participants who met the following criteria for 
inclusion in the study: military-connected students must have at least five years, time in service 
and were enrolled in or had recently completed an online learning program.  The preference was 
that study participants had taken several online courses so that they were able to provide 
extensive insight into the focus of this research, the phenomenon of academic perseverance.  
Three participants in the study were recent graduates of an online learning program.  
Evan (pseudonym) completed his online program in August 2017 with a Bachelor’s degree in 
Aeronautics.  Noah (pseudonym) completed his Bachelor’s degree in the Science of Business but 
is still completing requirements for his certificate in administration.  Lauren (pseudonym) 
completed her online learning program in March 2017 with a Bachelor’s degree in 
Communication Studies. 
The remaining five study participants were currently enrolled in an online learning 
program.  Two participants in the study reported GPAs of zero due to either transferring schools 
or beginning an online learning program as a new student.  Thomas (pseudonym) reported a 
GPA of zero due to his status as a transfer student.  Michael (pseudonym) reported a GPA of 
zero due to his status as a new student. 
All participants met the minimum time in service study criteria of at least five years.  The 
average time in service of the eight participants was 15.25 years, with a range of 8 (lowest) to 24 
years (highest).  Active duty soldiers in this study included seven mid- to senior-level NCOs and 
one Warrant Officer (WO).  Figure 2 represents the total time in service of each participant 
measured in years.  Time in service includes the total number of years a soldier has served in the 
military.  
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Participant profiles.  The following participant profiles are based on data from the 
demographic questions of the interview protocol and other information shared with the 
researcher during the interview.  Participant names have been changed and are referred to using 
pseudonyms.  Time in service and time in rank are reported based on the data collected from 
participants in September 2017. 
 Participant 1.  Evan is a forty-seven-year-old male of Pacific Islander descent, who 
served in the United States Army for twenty-four years.  He served in the NCO rank of Sergeant 
First Class for eight years.  Evan is married and has children.  He delayed college enrollment due 
to factors related to his childhood.  Evan discussed not being the best student during high school 
and never really trying or challenging himself in school due to self-doubts regarding his ability to 
complete a college degree.  He acknowledged this was the primary reason that it took him so 
long to earn his college degree.  Later, he gained confidence in his abilities as a student in an 
24
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Time in Service 
Figure 2. Participants' Total Time in Service 
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online learning program through the experience of doing things in military training, which took 
him out of his comfort zone.  Subsequently, this enabled Evan to persevere through his self-
doubts.  In August 2017, he completed an online learning program and was awarded a 
Bachelor’s degree in Aeronautics.  During this time, he deployed once for a year while 
completing online learning program requirements.  Evan is a first generation college student and 
graduated with a cumulative 3.4 undergraduate GPA.  Evan participated in the pilot portion of 
this study. 
 Participant 2.  Marcia is a twenty-nine year old female of Hispanic/Latino and Caucasian 
descent, who has served in the United States Army for twelve years.  She has served in the NCO 
rank of Sergeant First Class for two years.  Marcia is married and has children.  During the 
interview she shared that her parents did not have a college education and acknowledged this as a 
motivating factor behind her decision to attend college.  However, Marcia does not consider 
herself to be a first generation college since the individual who raised her has a college degree.  
She believes that education had a lot to do with overcoming childhood obstacles to include 
“being better than how I was raised.”  Marcia described wanting to “raise my children in a better 
environment” and “education is a strong part of that.”  Her highest level of completed education 
is an Associate’s Degree.  She is currently completing an online learning program and to earn a 
Bachelor’s degree in Human Service Management.  At the time of this interview, she was 
scheduled to complete her online learning program in October 2017.  While completing 
requirements for her program, she deployed once for a year.  She reported a cumulative 3.4 
undergraduate GPA.  Marcia participated in the pilot portion of this study. 
 Participant 3.  Andrew is a thirty-eight year old male of Caucasian descent, who has 
served in the United States Army for nineteen years.  He has served in the NCO rank of Sergeant 
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First Class for seven years.  He is married and his highest level of completed education is an 
Associate’s Degree.  Andrew is currently completing an online learning program to earn a 
Bachelor’s degree in Criminal Justice, although he initially had difficulty identifying an online 
learning program.  He wanted to select a program, which complimented his military occupational 
specialty (MOS) or job in the military.  Andrew admits that criminal justice is not what he wants 
to do but that is aligns with his MOS, which will set him up for a job in the civilian sector once 
he retires from the military.  While completing requirements for his program, he deployed once 
for a year.  Andrew is not a first generation college student and reported a cumulative 4.0 
undergraduate GPA. 
 Participant 4.  Thomas is a thirty-one year old male of Caucasian descent, who has 
served in the United States Army for twelve years.  He has served in the NCO rank of Sergeant 
First Class for six months.  He is married and his highest level of completed education is an 
Associate’s Degree.  He initially began college early during his career but stated that he didn’t 
understand the importance of a degree at the time.  Later, he began college again recognizing the 
importance of a degree to his career and his ability to provide for his wife and child.  Thomas is 
currently completing an online learning program to earn a Bachelor’s degree in General Studies.  
While completing requirements for his program, he deployed once for a year.  Thomas is not a 
first generation college student and reported a cumulative undergraduate GPA of zero due to his 
status as a transfer student. 
 Participant 5.  Noah is a twenty-seven year old male of Caucasian descent, who has 
served in the United States Army for eight years.  He has served in the NCO rank of Staff 
Sergeant for two years.  He is married and has children.  Noah was recently awarded a 
Bachelor’s degree in the Science of Business but is currently working on his certification in 
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administration.  In his program, students complete a Bachelor’s degree and then certification 
requirements.  While completing requirements for his program, he deployed once for a year.  
Noah is not a first generation college student and reported a cumulative 3.8 undergraduate GPA. 
 Participant 6.  Michael is a twenty-seven-year-old male of Caucasian descent, who has 
served in the United States Army for ten years.  He has served in the NCO rank of Staff Sergeant 
for two years.  Michael is divorced and his highest level of completed education is a high school 
degree.  Michael acknowledged that he delayed beginning his program due to factors outside of 
the military but also military obligations, which left a limited amount of time to devote to an 
online learning program.  Michael is starting his first semester as a student in an online learning 
program.  He is currently completing an online learning program to earn a Bachelor’s degree in 
Applied Technology.  Michael had not experienced deployments while completing requirements 
for his program.  He is not a first generation college student and reported a cumulative 
undergraduate GPA of zero due to his status as a new student. 
 Participant 7.  Lauren is a thirty-three-year-old female of Caucasian descent, who has 
served in the United States Army for thirteen years.  She was promoted to the NCO rank of 
Master Sergeant six months ago.  Lauren is married and expecting a child soon.  During the 
interview, she acknowledged the following:  “I’ve lived and breathed the military for the last 13 
years, so it’s kind of all I know.”  She credited a family member, who at the time served as a 
counselor at a military education center, for helping her initially get enrolled in school.  While 
serving on a deployment, this family member helped her enroll in college.  Afterwards, she 
stated that she began to “chip away” at school.  In March 2017, Lauren completed an online 
learning program and was awarded a Bachelor’s degree in Communication Studies.  During her 
online learning program, she deployed three times while completing course requirements.  
             
                        77 
      
 
Lauren is a first generation college student and graduated with a cumulative 3.8 undergraduate 
GPA. 
 Participant 8.  Porter is a forty-two-year-old male of Caucasian descent, who has served 
in the United States Army for twenty-four years.  He has served in the WO rank of Chief 
Warrant Officer four for three years.  He is married and has seven children.  Porter’s highest 
level of completed education is a GED.  Prior to earning his GED, Porter dropped out of school 
in the eighth grade.  He described overcoming remarkable obstacles before entering the military.  
Due to numerous breaks in school over the last twenty years, Porter has been in the process of 
completing requirements to earn his college degree.  He is currently two courses away from 
earning a Bachelor’s degree in Professional Development, Business, and Management.  During 
his online learning program, he deployed once while completing requirements for his program, 
earning the only C of his academic career.  Challenges related to his experience are discussed in 
the following sections.  Porter is a first generation college student and reported his current 
cumulative undergraduate GPA as a 3.46. 
Central Research Question 
 The researcher’s primary focus during the eight semi-structured interviews was to capture 
responses related to the phenomenon of academic perseverance from the lived experiences of 
active duty soldiers who were currently enrolled in or had recently completed an online learning 
program.  Additionally, participants completed the Short Grit Scale, which generated their level 
of grittiness in responses to a series of eight questions.  Subsequently, combining the interview 
data with Short Grit Scale scores would culminate in answering the central research question of 
the study:  What are the factors that affect the academic perseverance of military-connected 
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students in online learning programs?  Following demographic questions, the initial open-ended 
interview question asked was as follows: 
1. In general, what are factors, which you believe affected your academic perseverance in 
an online learning program? 
General factors.  Participants described general factors in terms of how traditional 
students might describe their own experiences in an online learning program.  Initially, a few 
participants asked if this question included military service factors.  In an attempt to avoid 
confusion, the researcher reinforced the idea that consideration should not be given to military 
service factors in response to this question, as those questions would be asked later during the 
interview.  However, the number of hours worked in participant’s military jobs was cited as a 
general factor that took time away from their schoolwork.  This finding is captured as an inter-
role conflict between work and school.  There was a considerable amount of variability among 
responses to this question due to the non-specific and individualized nature of the question with 
respect to their lived experiences.  General factors meant something unique to each individual.  
The theme most commonly referenced was inter-role conflicts.  The second theme referenced 
was time-management and motivation.  The final theme captured in this category was online 
learning program challenges.  The three general factors themes and number of participant 
references to them are illustrated in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. General Factor Themes 
 Inter-role conflicts.  Five of eight participants cited one of two types of inter-role 
conflicts in response to general factors, which they believed affected their academic 
perseverance in an online learning program.  Three participants referenced conflicts between 
family and school.  Evan discussed the difficulties he encountered during the last year of 
completing his online learning program, which coincided with getting his son ready for college 
as follows:  
It’d be sort of like managing your family; trying to balance your time with  your family 
along with trying to do your schoolwork.  Getting the son ready to go off to college, 
trying to make time to visit colleges, go with him and get him going down the right path 
for him.  I couldn’t be at the house to do my stuff.  I had to go with him and then get him 
there and move him in. 
Marcia conveyed her struggles with establishing balance between family and work, stating, 
“Okay, so my children.  The time I have to spend with them takes away from the time I can do 
2
4
5
Online Learning Program Challenges
Time Management and Motivation
Inter-role Conflicts
General Factors 
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my classwork.”  For her the priority was spending time with her family and then completing 
requirements for an online learning program.  Andrew continued the discussion stating, “I mean 
having a family is definitely something.  Balancing and spending time with my family and doing 
classes is probably the biggest thing.  Doing well enough in school, but also having time to spend 
with my family.” 
The second inter-role conflict, reported by three participants, occurred between work and 
school.  Marcia served in a time-consuming job in the military, requiring her to spend around 12-
13 hours per day at work.  She conveyed the following: “I think my military [job], the amount of 
time I work, has a bigger influence than my family itself.”  Andrew discussed the self-paced 
nature of online learning programs combined with the reality of deadlines in each course, 
admitting that the number of hours he worked diminished his mental capacity to concentrate on 
completing course requirements in the following: 
So originally, everything was self-paced.  It’s not really self-paced.  It’s not structured 
day to day a week because you don’t have to go to the classes or anything that.  So, when 
they say self-paced it’s not really self-paced.  Its do your work by a deadline. When you 
work 10-hour days having the mental capacity to concentrate after work when you just 
want to relax is definitely one of them.  
Andrew’s description captures the difficulties that military-connected students encounter when 
faced with demanding military works schedules and duty hours.  These issues alone are 
challenging, but when combined with the rigorous requirements of online learning programs, 
they pose significant challenges to military-connected students’ academic perseverance.  After 
working 10 or more hours, soldiers may lack the “mental capacity,” as Andrew described, to 
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devote attention to their assignments at the end of the day.  Michael also shared his thoughts on 
the topic by simply stating, “Just time constraints, obligations to the military mostly.” 
 Time management and motivation.  Three participants reported experiencing issues with 
time management while completing an online learning program.  Marcia admitted, “I find I don’t 
have the best time management skills.  I’ll be honest with you.  So I tend to leave stuff until the 
last minute, and so that could be another factor, time management skills.”   
Noah shared his experiences with time management factors, explaining:  
 I just give up on sleep for time management.  If I have a paper that’s due, I usually wait 
 until the last minute.  Throughout the day I’ll do the military stuff and I’ll hang out 
 with my family and everything and I just sleep four hours that night.  If it’s a big 
 paper…kind of depends on how hard the class is.  If it’s an easy class, I usually don’t 
 have to work very hard. 
Noah’s point highlights the importance of establishing excellent time management skills 
in online learning programs.  Without managing or maintaining a schedule in his online learning 
program, he sacrifices sleep due to procrastination.  Sometimes this method works for him “if 
it’s an easy class,” but more difficult assignments such as papers may lead to sacrifices in one or 
more areas of his life. 
Michael discussed not having the time to begin his online learning program until recently 
stating, “I didn’t feel like I had time to.  I had other things outside of the military that I needed to 
take care of.”  One participant, Lauren, acknowledged that lack of motivation or fear of getting 
started was a general factor that affected her academic perseverance in an online learning 
program.  She shared the following: 
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I think the number one [was] motivation or fear of getting started.  I think that held me 
back for a while.  I went to college for two years before I joined the military, and then I 
joined because I needed more college money and then you know Army.  It took me about 
seven years to be like all right, I need to like lock this down and get it started again.  I 
think it was most intimidating to try and go from a classroom setting to online learning, 
and I was intimidated by that, but once I got started, I was like I can't believe I waited this 
long.  It was so easy. 
Despite the initial fear of getting started, Lauren acknowledges that she prefers online courses 
versus resident courses.  She believes that she has a certain amount of control in online learning 
programs specifically regarding time management.  Lauren, who served in the rank of Master 
Sergeant, described her experience stating, “people waste time” [they] “waste the time you could 
use learning and I think that kind of gets eliminated” in online courses.  She recently completed 
her online learning program and has plans to pursue her Master’s degree in leadership in the 
future.  
 Online learning program challenges.  One participant described online learning program 
challenges relating to issues with computer capability.  This particular participant utilized a 
Macintosh system for schoolwork and experienced issues with compatibility between his 
computer and the school’s Microsoft based system as follows:  
The only other thing about online is sometimes, not necessarily the connection with the 
Internet but the compatibility with systems that I was using.  So I was using Apple 
systems, and then sometimes the instructor is on Microsoft and then trying to get them to 
work together [was an issue]. 
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Most installations have education centers that provide assistance to soldiers enrolled in higher 
education degree programs.  Education centers are resources available to military service 
members.  Evan utilized the education center as a mediator between the school and himself to 
resolve his computer compatibility issues.  Since the education center was located close to where 
he worked, he was able to walk over and show staff the assignments that he completed, which 
were not accessible by the instructor due to the computer platform compatibility issues he 
experienced.  The education center worked with the school to award him credit for some of his 
work. 
  Another participant, Andrew, expressed online learning program challenges associated 
with selecting a degree program to pursue.  The challenge for him was identifying a program of 
study, which also complimented his job in the military.  He began taking online courses at a 
community college that partnered with another university to complete the four- year degree 
program.  The follow on program was a resident program located across the country from his 
location at the time.  Andrew explained:   
All the other [name] Bachelor programs are all resident classes, not online classes.  So 
finding a degree program that I could be interested in enough to do that kind of 
complimented what I do to set me up for a Master’s [degree], if I choose to pursue that.  I 
don't want to work in criminal justice but it matches because [name] eventually I might 
work for a police department with a [name] program for that police department or 
whatever it may be.  So at least for my job that was the hardest part was finding that 
program that kind of complimented what I do even though it's not what I do. 
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Sub-Question # 1:  Active Duty Military Service Factors 
 The next series of questions focused on answering sub-question 1 of this research:  What 
are factors of active duty military service that affect the academic perseverance of military-
connected students in online learning programs?  To answer this question, four questions were 
asked of research participants.  Those four questions included are as follows: 
1. What are factors related to military service, which you believe positively affected, your 
academic perseverance in an online learning program? 
2. What are factors related to military service, which you believe negatively affected, your 
academic perseverance in an online learning program? 
3. Describe the biggest challenge that you have encountered as an active duty soldier while 
simultaneously completing an online learning program. 
4. How do you believe that you persevered through this challenge? 
Themes of active duty military service factors were further categorized by positive and negative 
impacts of military service factors that affected academic perseverance, which are described in 
the subsequent sections. 
 Positive impacts of military service factors.  During this portion of the interview, 
participants shared the military service factors, which they believed had a positive effect on their 
academic perseverance in an online program.  The most commonly referenced theme related to 
the educational resources available to active duty service members who are enrolled in college 
courses.  The second theme related to the impact that working towards a college degree had on 
their ability to get promoted in the military.  The third theme related to the importance of having 
good support networks while completing an online learning program.  The three positive impacts 
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of military service factors themes and number of participant references to them are illustrated in 
Figure 4. 
 
Figure 4. Positive Impacts of Military Service Factor Themes 
 Educational resources.  The most common theme within positive impacts of military 
service factors related to the educational resources available to military-connected students in 
online learning programs.  Three participants identified financial resources provided by the 
military as a positive educational resource that affected their ability to persevere in an online 
learning program.  Andrew acknowledged the following in his response:   
Just the financial side of it with the tuition assistance and then not having to worry about 
work because we're already working.  We don't have to worry about, "Oh, I need a job" 
or, "I need this."  When I first tried school right after high school I'd worry about getting 
a paycheck and all [the] other expenses.  But we already have a steady income; we 
already have housing, food, and all that stuff taken care of.  We have that taken care of 
and then the tuition assistance on top of that.  
3
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The military funded Noah’s entire education thus far.  He described the benefits of this, stating 
the following:  
Well it’s free.  I haven’t had to pay for anything.  Tuition Assistance (TA), Free 
Application for Student Aid (FASFA), and the NCO Association pays for some of it.  
Between TA and FAFSA I can take school constantly the whole year.  
Tuition assistance is a program offered to soldiers who are working towards an Associate’s, 
Bachelor’s, or Master’s degree but it is not authorized for programs above a Master’s degree 
(GoArmyEd, 2017).  Continuing the discussion on educational resources available to active duty 
soldiers, Michael shared the following:   
 Tuition assistance is covering everything that I have.  I don't need books for the classes 
 that I'm taking now.  So I don't have any experience with the books, but they've covered 
 all my classes, hassle free, I jumped right into my class and I don't have to worry about 
 having to pay the $250 or whatever it is for the class. 
Two participants discussed the education center as another educational resource that the military 
provides to soldiers.  Evan initially discussed working with the education center at his 
installation when he encountered computer capability issues, which he cited as a general factor.  
He later described the education center as a being a positive military factor that affected his 
academic perseverance, stating: 
  [The school] had staff on call at the education center so that when you got stuck or you 
 had questions, and like I said, sometimes we had issues with the connections between 
 Apple and Microsoft, I could go see them and actually show them like here, this is what it 
 looks like on my screen, but they're not seeing it.  They were able to give me credit for 
 some of the stuff I did but [that] wasn't being pushed through. 
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Michael described benefits of the educational center and other resources available to the military 
in the following: 
 The military encourages you to get a degree.  They have all kinds of assets and tools 
 available for you to go talk to the education center, talk to a counselor.  [There are] 
 colleges readily available for you to start at any time.  You’re not constricted by "Okay, 
 spring semester starts now, summer starts now."  You can go talk to a counselor, they'll 
 set you up and you can start in a fall semester or something like that, or a summer 
 semester, but you don't have that window that you would have to go to like [school], 
 where it’s like, "Okay, I have three days to register for a class."  You can register three 
 months out for the summer semester and be ready by then. 
Michael also discussed the GoArmyEd website as an educational tool that aligns with 
educational centers at Army installations.  Through this site, information is accessed regarding 
how to begin or transfer into an online learning or resident course by utilizing the tools available 
to them.  On-site, soldiers are afforded frequent opportunities to talk to college counselors who 
visit units.  Counselors are also available to provide assistance at the education center.  
 Promotion factors.  There are differences between Non-Commissioned, Warrant, and 
Commissioned Officer boards.  When soldiers are due for promotion to the next rank at the E-6 
level or below, education is an area for which they receive a certain number of promotion points 
if they are working towards a degree.  At the E-7 level or above, promotion boards are similar to 
Warrant and Commissioned Officer boards in that the candidate is evaluated based on a “whole 
person” look approach.  Essentially, points are no longer just awarded for education; instead, the 
candidate is evaluated on a variety of factors that culminate into the whole candidate evaluation 
concept.  Nonetheless, what emerged from the eight interviews was the importance of education, 
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which was a promotion boards emphasis for NCOs, WOs, and COs.  Marcia described the 
importance of education during the promotion board process as follows: 
 I’d say promotion.  The more education you have, the higher your chance of getting 
 promoted.  So for centralized promotions, which I go through now since I'm a Sergeant 
 First Class, you look more competitive.  You look like you're trying to achieve 
 something, so that looks good in front of a centralized promotion board. 
Noah discussed promotion points as possibly distinguishing him from other soldiers in a 
competitive Military Occupational Specialty (MOS) as follows: 
 I was in a MOS where it was much harder to get promoted.  I needed the extra points so 
 that's why I started taking the college. So, there's the promotion aspect to it.  For the 
 higher ranking, the Sergeant First Classes, the Master Sergeants, they expect an 
 Associate’s degree or almost an Associate’s degree especially for Sergeant First Class.  
 So I’ve already surpassed all that.  
Lauren considered her lived experience as a senior level Non-Commissioned Officer as she 
shared the impact of education on military promotion as follows: 
 I think that when you take the time as a soldier to invest in your education, you're 
 investing in the future beyond the military, but you're also investing in being successful 
 in the military.  Meaning there's incentive to getting an education; you get more points 
 towards your promotion, [so] the ability to get promoted faster.  You stand out when you 
 get looked at by a Department of the Army (DA) selection board, like oh, look at this 
 person; [they] took the time to go ahead and work towards this degree. 
Porter, who was the only Warrant Officer of the sample, also acknowledged the impact of 
education on promotions, stating: 
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 I'll be getting looked at for CW-5, not this coming year but in fiscal year 2019.  Not 
 having a degree almost guarantees you're not going to get promoted even though it's not a 
 required factor.  When you look at the statistics that come out, the people getting 
 promoted have at least a Bachelor's degree.  So that’s a factor that’s also pushed me to 
 want to make sure I get this finished quickly. 
Porter had what is referred to as a break in service or a separation from service during the late 
1990s.  When he rejoined the military, he acknowledged the impact that education had on his 
ability to get promoted in the Non-Commissioned Officer corps as follows:  
 When I was enlisted, I'd get points for different college credit.  I had a break in service in 
 the late '90s [when] I had started my degree.  When I came back in, the classes that I had 
 taken had helped my promotion points to get me promoted before I went to Warrant 
 Officer Candidate School.  So that helped me out, but really to continue to go was that 
 getting the next step, getting up to the 60 plus credit hours needed to actually have that on 
 my Officer Record Brief (ORB) for each of the promotion boards as they came up.  
 “No, he doesn't have a degree, but he is working towards a degree and he has shown you 
 know that he is over halfway."  You know that 60 credit hours, some people consider that 
 the associate's level.  So that that kind of helps you out a little bit. 
   Support networks.  Three participants shared responses relating to the importance of 
having a good support network while completing an online learning program.  The support of 
military peers and senior leadership in the military was a positive factor related to military 
service, which they believe affected, their academic perseverance in an online learning program.  
Thomas cited the importance of having peer support while completing his online learning 
program as follows: 
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 I would say support from peers and fellow military taking classes.  Just anybody that will 
 listen when you're going through a class and you don't like the homework assignment or 
 just somebody that you can kind of talk to, and they understand because they're doing it 
 with you. 
Noah discussed the importance of having supportive senior level military leadership to 
encourage soldiers to complete their education, stating: 
 I don't think I've ever met a leader that doesn't encourage the school.  Here at [research 
 site], it's kind of a fantasyland.  There's not a lot to do [compared to being deployed or in 
 a field environment or a deployment].  There's a lot of free time and everything like that.  
 So there are really no barriers to doing school.  
Lauren, who served as a senior level leader in the rank of Master Sergeant, described the 
importance of education from her perspective and how that affected her view of subordinate 
soldiers in the following: 
 As a First Sergeant, I see that I have you know five soldiers and two of those people 
 are taking the time to take college classes, and the other guys are party kids.  I know 
 who I can rely on more because they know how to manage their time.  Time 
 management, they know how to take care of them so they're going to be able to take care 
 of others, so those are the people that I invest in, because they're investing in themselves. 
From her perspective, working towards an education is a positive military factor in the 
subordinates she led that appeared to differentiate them from their peers and also assisted her in 
identifying potential future military leaders for which to invest.  
 Negative impacts of military service factors.  During this portion of the interview, 
participants shared the military service factors, which they believed had a negative effect on their 
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academic perseverance in an online program.  The two most commonly referenced themes 
related to deployment factors and inter-role conflicts between work and school.  The third theme 
related to military travel such as temporary duty (TDY) locations, field environments, and 
permanent change of station (PCS) moves.  The three negative impacts of military service factors 
themes and number of participant references to them is illustrated in Figure 5. 
 
Figure 5. Negative Impacts of Military Service Factor Themes 
 
  Inter-role conflicts.  One of the most commonly referenced themes regarding negative 
impacts of military service factors was an inter-role conflicts between work and school.  Five 
participants in this study cited inter-role conflicts between work and school as a factor that had an 
effect on their academic perseverance in an online learning program.  Marcia serves in a duty 
assignment that requires her to work between 12-13 hour days.  She described experiencing inter-
role conflicts in the following: 
  I tend to put work before my civilian education, and maybe that deals with a lot with time 
  management, but when I should be doing homework, I'm working.  I mean my Sergeant  
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  Major gives me time.  He has told me, "You can go home and take care of your   
  civilian classes," but my priority is work over my civilian education.  I haven’t found that 
  balance yet. 
Andrew also experienced inter-role conflicts in a previous duty assignment where there was no 
set schedule.  He acknowledged the difficulty of that in terms of completing assignments for his 
online learning program as follows: 
  Not so much here but [in] regular units we don't have a set schedule but it's very flexible.  
  So I might go in on a Monday thinking, "Okay, I'm just going to work regular duty days."  
  Then come Monday afternoon find out, "Okay, I'm going to spend like three days [in the  
  field] and not go home."  Or even you get home and then you get called back.  Just the  
  randomness of stuff that comes down that wouldn't affect somebody not in the military  
  would definitely affect us in the military. 
Noah conveyed the differences between his current duty location versus being stationed in a U.S. 
Army Forces Command (FORSCOM) unit in the following: 
  Back when I was in the FORSCOM unit at [installation] it was field problems.  So you  
  had to plan out the field problems and take breaks in between.  Then just all the long days 
  usually you know just being tired and worn out.  It's hard to take classes when you're  
  mentally worn out from work.  Going out into the field for two weeks at [installation].   
  So we have to fly.  We have to go out into the field to fly, so we'd go out    
  into the field for two weeks.  Usually, we would come back at night but it would only be  
  for eight hours or so and again, you just give up on your sleep. 
He also discussed the difficulty of attending military training courses while simultaneously 
completing an online learning program as follows: 
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  When I had to take [the] Advanced Leader Course (ALC) and I took classes through  
  [school] that was rough.  That was real rough.  Because you can’t use college as a  
  justification to fall back on military.  No leader is going to accept that.  They'll encourage 
  you to do college, but they won't allow college to override anything in the military nine  
  times out of ten. 
Thomas relayed the difficulties of just not having enough hours in a day due to his work schedule 
and also the location, stating the following: 
  Just the amount of hours in a day.  Not leaving a whole lot of time for schoolwork, let  
  alone not having to work time.  Like no personal [time].  It's really hard to balance  
  family, schoolwork, and working 14 plus hour days.  That gets a little hard, and   
  sometimes you just want to stop after a while. 
   Unlike civilian duty hours, military duty is considered 24/7 so technically a solider is 
never off duty.  They serve 24 hours a day, 7 days a week as Porter described in the following: 
  Military isn't just 9:00 to 5:00.  Its 24 hours a day, seven days a week, so when 5:00 hits,  
  not everybody's out of work or people work nights, or they have fluctuating schedules.   
  [Also], just the obligations outside the Army.  So it's just dealing with that and dealing  
  with just finding time. You find time, but you also have to split your time between what  
  you got to do during the day and then college at night.  
 Deployment factors.  Five participants reported deployment factors as a negative impact 
of military service, which affected their academic perseverance in an online learning program.  
Deployment factors reported included poor Internet connectivity, instructor inflexibility, and lack 
of time to complete coursework while in a deployed environment.  Andrew describes the 
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challenges he experienced with continuously losing Internet connectivity while trying to 
complete assignments in his online learning program during a deployment in the following:  
 Just being deployed we were constantly losing the Internet privileges.  Not the access but 
 it was just shut down [due to military related factors].  But when you go three months 
 without Internet it's kind of hard to keep up with [your courses].  If you're in some remote 
 location you're probably not getting any [Internet] unless they cycle you through to a base 
 that has it for a couple of days and then send you back.  Like [county of his deployment], 
 some of those remote camps, none. 
Andrew shared that issues with Internet connectivity while on a deployment had a negative effect 
on his grades due to his inability to communicate with his instructor and complete assignments.  
He reported that his instructor was not flexible with course policies during this time despite 
being made aware of his deployment.  He communicated with his instructors prior to 
deployment, stating, “I told them before, like hey, if I go a week or two without contacting you 
it’s probably because of this [no Internet] and they were like oh well, you still need to submit.”  
He received a failing grade in the course.  He acknowledged “It’s on my [Go] Army Ed record as 
failing, so I had to work to get my GPA back up for tuition assistance eligibility.” 
 Thomas also discussed the challenges with intermittent Internet while being in a deployed 
environment and the methods that he used to complete course requirements as follows: 
  I had a set routine or schedule and then the Wi-Fi router would die, and there's no other 
 way to get connection.  You just kind of [have] to hope and wait that it gets fixed, and it's 
 just one of those things that happens when you're deployed, and working on a ship that 
 they don't have facilities open during that time when you're not on duty.  It's just one of 
 the things you got to work around, and kind of challenges you. 
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Instead of delaying work on his assignments due to Internet outages, Thomas stated: 
 I would just make sure that I could do assignments that were not online related.  Maybe 
 that would make me focus on writing my English papers more than doing some of my 
 other classes while I was avoiding my English homework.  So it was a good thing at the 
 same time, because I'd have to stop doing online stuff and it would force me to do some 
 other stuff that I could do offline  
Michael experienced the challenges of intermit Internet during a deployment while completing 
course requirements for an online learning program.  He describes his experience in the 
following: 
 So if you're taking an online course and you're in [country of deployment], it's kind of 
 hard, because the Internet is intermittent.  They shut it down every now and then, or it's 
 just slow or you have to just hit the peak times or it's just you have to wake up at 2:00 am 
 to get the good Internet. 
Porter discussed the demands of deployment in terms of not having the time required to complete 
course assignments in his online learning program due to his particular military occupational 
specialty.  During the interview, he shared that the only C he received thus far was in a class that 
he took while on deployment.  He elaborated on this experience as follows:   
 The one deployment that I went on that I actually tried to do a class while I was there is 
 the one C that I have in college.  For a [military job], I'm not going to say it's harder for 
 us on a deployment because some people don't even have the luxury of having the access 
 to Internet to do classes while they're deployed, but we have the access, the problem is 
 we don't have the time.  I found that out very quickly because I'm struggling to try to you 
 work a 12-hour shift that’s actually a 14-hour shift because I've got to start an hour 
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 before and end an hour after.  Then I've got a compressed time to eat, shower, shave, get 
 some sleep and then get up and do it again.  It's usually 14 days before you see a day off 
 to do anything.  So in that time, you've got to squeeze in everything that's involved in 
 doing a class.  I did everything I could to at least maintain a passing grade in that class.  I 
 mean, that is the best I was going to be able to do. 
 Military travel.  Military service requires soldiers to travel for reasons other than 
deployments.  One of the most common reasons is what is referred to as a Permanent Change of 
Station (PCS) move.  A PCS move occurs when a soldier receives orders for a new military 
assignment at another installation.  These moves typically occur around every two to three years 
while a soldier is serving on active duty status.  One participant, Noah, discussed a PCS move 
that occurred while he was simultaneously completing requirements for his online learning 
program.  He shared the following: 
 PCSs, at some point, you have to have your Internet cut off at home when you leave.  
 Then, it takes a week or so to get it turned back on.  When [I was] moving from [previous 
 installation] to here, it was two weeks of no Internet and then the moving aspect of 
 it.   
The challenges for him included attempting to complete online learning program course 
requirements while traveling to a new installation and also the inability to access the Internet for 
two weeks once he arrived at the new installation.  
 Another type of travel required by military service is referred to as a Temporary Duty 
Station (TDY).  Some active duty service members serve in jobs that require them to work at 
another installation or location for a short amount of time.  TDYs range in length from a few 
days to weeks.  Evan worked in a job that required him to travel TDY very often.  Many times, 
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this coincided with course assignments deadlines in his online learning program.  He shared his 
experience as follows: 
 When [I] have to go TDY it cut back on the time I was able to work.  Then the 
 connections when we were in the actual hotel itself [were an issue].  When they put us 
 in a hotel, it's not like you have the greatest Internet connection.  So there were times 
 where stuff was being sent and it takes a couple hours later for them [the school] to 
 receive it. 
 Finally, very often-active duty soldiers have to work in a field environment either on or 
somewhere off the installation for a training event.  This creates an issue for soldiers enrolled in 
online learning programs because they may work in desolate areas with no access to the Internet 
for extended periods of time.  Lauren shared that field environments are “sometimes like a one-
day thing, and sometimes it can be up to a month.”  She stated, “Some of the training events that 
we do, that pull us out to the field where connectivity to online classes isn't as good…that’s 
probably one that distracts.” 
Sub-Question #2:  Personal Factors 
 This series of questions focused on answering sub-question 2 of this research:  What are 
personal factors that affect the academic perseverance of military-connected students in online 
learning programs?  To answer this question, one question was asked of research participants: 
1. What are personal factors, which you believe had an impact on your academic 
perseverance in an online learning program? 
The following themes represent responses to this question from participant’s lived experiences.  
The four personal factor themes and number of participant references to them is illustrated in 
Figure 6. 
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 Personal factors.  During this portion of the interview, participants shared personal 
factors, which they believed affected their academic perseverance in an online learning program.  
The two most commonly referenced themes related to family and military factors.  The third 
theme related to feelings of accomplishment.  The final theme related to the importance of 
establishing a support network.  The five personal factors themes and number of participant 
references to them is illustrated in Figure 6. 
 
Figure 6. Personal Factor Themes 
  Family factors.  Themes related to family factors emerged during this portion of the 
interview.  What quickly became apparent was the impact of childhood factors on military-
connected students’ academic perseverance in adulthood.  Evan stated: 
  I really wasn’t the greatest student going through high school and that was [because] I  
  believe I didn’t have the family support.  I was in a school district [that] was to trying to  
  push people through.  So I never really tried or challenged myself, and then I learned  
  through the military how to challenge myself.  
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Marcia knew from an early age that she wanted to work towards a college education later in life 
due to the following childhood factors: 
  I would just say I've always just wanted to be a better person, so my childhood, personal  
  factors.  My mother didn't have a high school education.  She came out of middle school;  
  I think is when she dropped out of school.  My stepdad didn't have an education, so I  
  wanted to obviously be better than that. 
Thomas discussed the influence of seeing his mother complete an online learning program on his 
academic perseverance as follows:   
  I watched my mom get her degree online when I was in high school and middle   
  school, and just watched her working really hard to get her degree.  It didn't really  
  sink in for me when I was in high school, and when I went to [school name].  I'm hoping  
  that by my daughter growing up and watching me do school online, that hopefully  
  she'll learn that lesson sooner than I did. 
Lauren recently completed an online learning program to earn her Bachelor’s degree in March 
2017.  She is now ready to begin her Master’s degree but is expecting a baby soon.  During the 
discussion of personal factors, she identified a second personal factor regarding struggling to 
balance family and school.  She stated, “I would love to start my Master’s [degree], but life has a 
way of happening, and I'm going to have a baby in like two months.  So, I'm trying to be realistic 
and plan.”  Recognizing family commitments in comparison to the time she would have to work 
on a Master’s degree factored into her decision to delay beginning a graduate program. 
  Providing financially for family was a personal factor for Thomas.  He stated, “When I 
get out of the military, I want to be able to provide for my wife and my daughter, and I know 
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having a degree is going to give me a boost with that.”  He also discussed the importance of 
setting an example for his daughter as another personal factor, stating: 
  My wife started doing online school too.  So I'm really hoping with her seeing us do  
  school, if she doesn't go to college right out of high school, that's fine.  I just hope that if  
  she does go to college she takes it as serious as I'm taking it now versus how I did when I  
  was in high school..when I was first in college   I'm trying to just set a good example for  
  my daughter when she grows up is really the biggest thing for me. 
Porter admitted that setting an example for his children was also a personal factor that affected his 
academic perseverance in an online learning program.  When asked about personal factors his 
response was “I can answer that with one big factor: my children.”  Early during the interview he 
stated: 
  My children have really, you know, wanting to set an example for them has really  
  been the major factor.  I was more feeling hypocritical at [saying] you got to stay in  
  school, you got to continue your education, you got to get into college to better yourself,  
  but I haven't done those things.  I have been fortunate enough to succeed without any  
  type of real formal education.  So, wanting to set that example [of] I'm going to do this  
  because I want you to do this. 
Later on during the interview, he continued this thought as follows: 
 I have a combination of seven children between my wife and I, but my personal oldest is 
 a senior in high school who's looking to go into college.  I've been trying over the past 20 
 years to really put my foot down and get back into taking some classes, so I've taken a 
 class here taken a class there.  But last year, a little over a year ago, I decided to really 
 buckle down and have completed three, six ... nine classes and CLEP out of two other 
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 classes in the past about year to get myself within two classes of finishing my degree, 
 which includes a statistics class and my capstone for my degree.  So my children have 
 really, you know, wanting to set an example for them has really been the major factor. 
The ability to take a College Board’s College-Level Examination Program (CLEP) examination 
for course credit has been available to students for over forty years (CLEP, 2017).  Students 
demonstrate their ability to master introductory courses at the collegiate level and earn college 
credits by taking one of thirty-three CLEP examinations and receiving a qualifying score (CLEP, 
2017).  Students who receive a qualifying score on a CLEP examination forego the requirement 
to complete the respective college course given that their university is one of the 2,900 colleges 
and universities that accept CLEP scores (CLEP, 2017).  Through CLEP examinations, students 
are afforded the opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge/mastery of a subject.  Receiving a 
qualifying score on CLEP examinations saves student’s time and money.  
 Military factors.  The experience of serving in the military had a tremendous influence 
on study participants.  Military influences became more apparent during the discussion of 
personal factors.  Andrew discussed the challenges of connecting with his peers in online 
learning programs initially during the question of general factors but also brought this point up 
again as a personal factor.  Active duty soldiers enter courses with different experiences than 
their traditional student counterparts’ due to the demands of military service such as combat 
related deployments or the level of responsibility that accompanies senior level Non-
Commissioned, Warrant, and Commissioned Officers for the lives of subordinate soldiers.  Most 
traditional students do not encounter experiences such as this leading to disconnect when they 
find themselves in the same course as military students.  Andrew discussed the influence of the 
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military on his lived experiences, which initially created challenges in connecting with peers in 
an online learning program as follows:  
 Dealing with people that have no concept of nationalism or anything like that [is a 
 challenge.]  So they don’t understand what we go through and then they complain about 
 simple stuff.  They have thoughts and opinions without actually having experience to 
 back up their thoughts and their opinions.  It’s what they’ve been told and what they’ve 
 been taught over the years.  It’s what they think is true.  And it’s like no, you need to 
 experience outside of the classroom. 
Difficulty in connecting with peers in online learning programs was mentioned throughout his 
interview as a significant challenge for him, especially during discussion board assignments 
where he had to interact with his peers in the course.  As the interview continued, Andrew 
discussed academic topics in terms of his military service and the experiences he brought into 
online courses as follows:  
 You know you have to get it done but it’s like why?  Especially when they start talking 
 about stuff that through 19 years in the military I've learned probably more than a lot of 
 people that don’t serve in the military.  Especially in criminal justice you start learning 
 how systems work and whether you're involved in a system or not.  We deal with 
 repercussions of our soldiers getting in trouble off-post.  So we start learning the criminal 
 justice [system] and how it works and the different nuances of different states.  So it's like 
 can you just give me a test so I can just take this and show you that I have a working 
 knowledge of what you're trying to present.  I think if they were to do that to a lot of the 
 military, especially the ones that have been in 10 or more years, say hey… you actually 
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 know this material.  You have a working knowledge of this and I [can] just give you the 
 credit for it. 
Sometimes difficult decisions had to be made between the choices of duty over academics or 
other personal factors.  Lauren shared the following: 
 I guess making the choice of duty over academics sometimes.  When I was a Drill 
 Sergeant, all my efforts were put into doing the job that I signed up to do, because 
 it was all-consuming.  Versus when I got to a regular unit or to [country], there was 
 more personal time, so then it became balancing traveling.  So I guess part of it's being an 
 adult and learning how to balance those things, but I would say those were probably two 
 of my bigger things that I had to learn how to [balance]. 
Lauren also described military factors and setting realistic goals for herself while completing her 
online learning program, stating: 
So, I think setting realistic timetables for yourself.  Like I know that this is going take 
some adjustment, and then I'm going to PCS immediately after that, and then I’ve got to 
adjust to a new job at a new rank that I've only been doing for six months.  So I think that 
first, you’ve got to get all your ducks in a row and kind of just let life happen, and then 
it's like all right, I've got a steady routine; I know how things work, now let me add this 
on top of it.  Because I can manage that emotionally, physically and mentally handle 
doing this the way it needs to be done.  If I’m going to do [it], I want to give it my best 
effort.  I don't want to just do it and barely pass it, or lose all my hair trying to do it. 
Through her experiences of serving in the military combined with other personal factors, Lauren 
found that sometimes attempting to complete online courses was not realistic.  Maintaining a 
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high GPA was important to her and sometimes that involved not taking classes due to military or 
personal factors in her life.   
 For some participants, personal factors involved consideration of their post-military 
careers.  Completing online learning programs would possibly bolster their ability to find 
employment after retiring from the military.  Noah stated “It’s all just for personal reasons, I 
want it and it would help me greatly when I get out of the military.”  Porter who is possibility 
nearing military retirement within a few years shared the following: 
 By the time I finish that Master's program, I'm going to be retiring from the Army and I'm 
 going to be looking for a job.  You know there's contracting, general service (GS) jobs 
 and things like that, that I can easily fall into with my experience, but most of them still 
 want that piece of paper.  That piece of paper says that you are qualified to learn.  That is 
 all that piece of paper says.  I mean I'm realistic about it.  I know it's not the end of the 
 earth, but you know it's something that everybody looks for because there are a lot of 
 people out there that don't ever get to that level. 
For him, earning his education has been an empowering and transformative experience. 
 Feelings of accomplishment.  Personal sense of accomplishment was identified as a 
personal factor for two study participants.  This sense of accomplishment derived from 
ultimately completing an online learning program and earning and undergraduate degree.  Noah 
stated “Mostly I just wanted to feel accomplished by finishing the Bachelor’s degree and then 
rolling straight into the Master of Business Administration (MBA).”   
 Porter described his remarkable journey from humble beginnings as follows:  
 I mean if we found a couple nickels to rub together laying around the house, somebody 
 came to visit and lost them out of their pocket.  We had nothing.  I didn't graduate high 
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 school.  I dropped out.  I didn't even go to high school, I actually dropped out in the 
 eighth grade.  
 Support networks.  The importance of establishing and maintaining a support network 
was referenced by three participants during this portion of the interview as a personal factor that 
affected their academic perseverance.  Evan is one of two study participants who recently 
completed his online learning program.  He emphasized this point, stating, “I got a lot of support 
from the military and family about I can do this, and that's what really helped push me through 
it.”  Due to his experiences with school during childhood, Evan acknowledged constantly 
struggling with self-doubt.  He described, “When I came to school, in all honesty, it took me so 
long to get my degree because I was consistently unsure of myself being able to do it.  I 
consistently doubted myself.”  He believed that having a good support system alleviated some of 
this self-doubt, which eventually led to the successful completion of his online learning program 
in August 2017.  Toward the end of the interview, he acknowledged the following: 
 The only thing that I ever regretted is [that] I didn't take this seriously from the 
 beginning, and I should've started sooner.  I probably could've had my degree years ago, 
 but like I said, due to personal factors of being afraid of failing, is why I didn't do it. 
 Noah closed the discussion of support networks as follows: “I think having a good wife, a 
good spouse. She's helped me out a lot just by taking care of the family and everything and 
giving me the time to do the school work when I need to.” 
Sub Question # 3:  Grit Impact Factors 
 The final series of questions focused on answering sub-question 3 of this research:  In 
what way, if any, do grit impact factors affect the academic perseverance of military-connected 
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students in online learning programs?  To answer this question, two questions were asked of 
research participants: 
1. Describe what motivated you to continue working towards your degree despite 
challenges that you may have encountered along the way? 
2. In what ways, if any, do you believe that grit had an impact on your academic 
perseverance in an online learning program?  
The following themes represent responses to these question from participant’s lived experiences.  
The most commonly referenced theme related to the effects of grit impact factors on 
achievement levels.  The second theme related to the importance of grit impact factors on 
participants’ work ethic.  Seven participants’ responses are represented in this section.  However, 
Noah did not believe that grit had any impact on his academic perseverance, stating: 
 I don’t know if I've had to do a lot of grit because I've enjoyed taking the classes so 
 much.  I guess the grit would come from outside factors, but I enjoyed taking the classes.  
 They haven't been super challenging or anything, so very minimal. Very minimal.   
 Grit impact factors.  During this portion of the interview, participants shared grit impact 
factors, which they believed may affect their academic perseverance in an online learning 
program.  The two grit impact factor themes and number of participant references to them are 
illustrated in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7. Grit Impact Factor Themes 
 Level of achievement.  Themes in this category related to military-connected students’ 
interest in being the best at something.  Participants wanted to not only pass the class or get an A, 
but also rank at the top of their class.  They were not satisfied with just earning a grade in the 
course or being an average student.  Evan described this concept as follows:   
The military taught me to try to be the best that I could be regardless of what I'm doing.  
You know it was a when you go somewhere, try [to] leave it better than you found it.  
Some of these classes, you need a C to get through, no big deal, but I wanted to be [at] 
the top of my class.  I wanted to be the kind of I know what I'm doing type deal, so I 
think that's really what came through is you know I didn't have that before the military. 
Participants that discussed promotions as a grit impact factor also shared responses, which 
supported the concept of high achievement levels.  For Michael, striving for military promotions 
influenced his achievement levels.  He stated: 
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 I would have to say just the want to get the promotions [and] to set myself apart from my 
 peers.  I don't want to just finish my career where I'm at now.  I always want to strive for 
 bigger and greater things.  So that’s basically it.  It’s just the drive to get promoted, to 
 want to better myself.  So you're competing against all of them, so you want to set 
 yourself apart. 
Lauren discussed grit impact factors as having an effect on her academic perseverance in the 
recognition she received throughout her career from achieving educational milestones in the 
following: 
 I guess my ability to stay focused on the long-term was aided by the recognition that I got 
 along the way.  So yes I got my Associate's, but then that helped me go from E-6 to E-7; 
 that set me apart from my peers.  Then, by the time I got looked at for E-8 or Master 
  Sergeant/First Sergeant I had just gotten my Bachelor's, which set me apart from all those 
 other Sergeant First Classes.  So I feel like, even though I wasn't complete at each step, 
 the Army recognized hey, you're making that effort and you're doing what needs to be 
 done.  You're obviously ready to grow into that next rank. 
She conveyed the importance of taking advantage of the opportunities provided by the military 
for education and how that helped her move up the ranks in an expedited manner as follows: 
 I made E-8 in under 12 years, because I had to wait for my sequence number to come up 
 for a year.  A lot of people, their first response to that is oh, you're a fast-tracker; like 
 you're getting promoted really fast.  I am, but at the same time, I've had all the same 
 opportunities everybody else has had.  It's just did you take advantage of those 
 opportunities; did you use your TA, did you get your Associate's, did you get your 
 Bachelor's?  All while deploying and being a First Sergeant, and doing Drill Sergeant 
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 duty, and stuff like that.  So it’s like these are the choices that you make and I think that 
 to persevere and to be successful at those long-term goals, first you have to set those, but 
 then you have to chip away at them and to have the military recognize it as you go along 
 helps that process that much more, I think. 
Finally, Marcia described her altruistic motivations as a high achiever in the following: 
 Since I was a little girl, I've always wanted to be either a lawyer, a teacher, or a social 
 worker.  Those were like three major things that I wanted.  I don't want to be a lawyer so 
 much anymore, but in order to be a teacher, you need a college education.  In order to be 
 a social worker, you need a college education.  I’ve always wanted to give back to the 
 community.  So I think those traits in me, helping others.  I have a big passion to help 
 others.  I think that specific trait also gives me the passion or the perseverance to go to 
 school to accomplish that long-term goal. 
 Work ethic.  The second theme referenced in response to grit impact factors and their 
effect on academic perseverance were influences on military-connected students’ work ethic.  
Flexibility is inherent in online learning programs, and although there are deadlines, the manner 
in which to accomplish those deadlines is primarily determined by the student.  Students must be 
disciplined enough to set schedules for achieving and meeting deadlines in online learning 
programs.  Participant responses to the question of grit impact factors were based on the notion 
of flexibility without stringent accountability that is more inherent, in some instances, to resident 
courses.  Andrew described this in simple terms, stating “Just getting online and doing the 
work.”  Her further elaborated on this point as follows: 
 Like because [in the] military, we don't really schedule out, "This is how we're going 
 to approach this."  We just do it.  We’re like ok that's the end state, that's the time it has to 
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 be done, whether I get it done a week in advance or five seconds in advance, I know what 
 I need to do.  Let me do it.  [In] that type of work ethic of there's the goal, I need to 
 push to there, whether you have lots of time or very little time.  You tend to just push 
 right through it and get it done.  Because that's how most of the stuff we do in the 
 military is an insane goal with very little time to do it.  So just knowing push, push, push. 
He continued by describing an incident that occurred while he was in the field with no Internet 
connectivity as follows: 
 I took a class two years ago and told them I couldn't take it because I was going to be 
 out in the field, [with] no connectivity.  They still signed me up for it anyways.  When I 
 got out of the field I had 72 hours to finish the class.  Five weeks of class.  I had 72 hours 
 to do it.  I did it in about 14 hours.  I had to do 10 papers in 14 hours. 
Andrew accomplished this goal and finished the course with an A, while overcoming obstacles 
that he encountered along the way.     
Thomas described grit impact factors, as “I would say it has a big impact.”  Further elaborating 
he described his experience as follows:   
If I wasn't used to dealing with obstacles and overcoming those obstacles, and just having 
to always work hard to get where I am, I don't think I would have continued going.  I 
mean after trying to get into [school name], and working so hard, I think if they had told 
me I didn't get into the program [and] I didn't have the passion to keep going, I probably 
would  have been like, okay, well, I guess I'll just stop going to school or wait until I get 
out [of the military] and hope that I can get into a school and have a job and go to school 
full-time, and do it that way.  So I think grit had a big part into why I'm still enrolled in 
school. 
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Porter shared his beliefs and experiences regarding the work ethic that it takes to complete 
course requirements for online learning programs in the following:  
 To actually learn online, I feel you have to dedicate more time to studying than what you 
 do in the classroom, because in the classroom you're getting it just spit out to you.  You 
 can listen.  You can you can see things being formed up on a board.  In online class, 
 you've got the book in front of you, you've got whatever online resources they give you to 
 look things up, but you know the questions are a little different.  I see discussion posts 
 that are on there that are four to five sentences and I'm like how is this [person] even 
 passing the class?  That's not the quality I'm going to put into it.  I’m going to do honest 
 research on whatever the topic is, and I'm going to post a substantial post on there that 
 nine times out of ten most of the people in the class don't even read and respond to.  You 
 don't have as much accountability with an online class.  You're not sitting there looking at 
 someone.  They don't know how much time you're dedicating into what you’re putting in 
 the product you're putting out when you're sitting at a computer. 
Short Grit Scale   
 Once the interview portion was complete, each participant was administered the Short 
Grit Scale.  Participant grit levels are represented in Figure 8 based on a scale of 1 (not at all 
gritty) to 5 (extremely gritty) (Duckworth et al., 2007; Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).  Participants’ 
scores ranged from a 3.5 to a 4.75.  The average score between participants was a 4.03 indicating 
that active duty soldiers in this sample possessed a moderate to near extreme grit level.      
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Figure 8. Short Grit Scale Scores 
Results and Interpretations 
 This phenomenological case study investigated general, military, personal and grit impact 
factors that may affect the academic perseverance of military-connected students in online 
learning programs.  During a series of semi-structured interviews, eight active duty soldiers 
shared experiences of serving in the military while simultaneously completing requirements of 
their respective online learning program.  Data analysis from this study revealed both similarities 
and differences to the literature presented in Chapter 2.  Five major themes emerged from the 
semi-structured interview data, which are organized by research question and theme category in 
Table 8. 
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Table 8  
Themes Identified in the Data 
Research question Theme 
 
Central Research Question:   
What are the factors that affect the academic 
perseverance of military-connected students 
in online learning programs? 
 
Theme 1 
Military-connected students may experience 
inter-role conflicts between work (military 
service), family, and school that could affect 
their academic perseverance in online 
learning programs. 
 
 
Sub-Question 1:   
What are the factors of 
active duty military service that affect military 
-connected students’ academic perseverance 
in online learning programs? 
 
Theme 2  
Military resources and incentives for higher 
education reported may positively affect 
military-connected students’ academic 
perseverance in online learning programs. 
 
 
Sub-Question 1:   
What are the factors of 
active duty military service that affect military 
-connected students’ academic perseverance 
in online learning programs? 
Theme 3  
Military service obligations reported may 
negatively affect military-connected students’ 
academic perseverance in online learning 
programs. 
 
 
 
Sub-Question 2:   
What are the personal factors that affect 
military-connected students’ academic 
perseverance in online learning programs? 
 
 
Theme 4 
Educational experiences in childhood and 
personal factors in adulthood may affect 
military-connected students’ academic 
perseverance in online learning programs. 
 
 
Sub Question 3:   
In what way, if any, do grit impact factors 
affect the academic perseverance of military-
connected students in online learning 
programs? 
 
Theme 5 
Grit impact factors may influence military-
connected students’ work ethic and level of 
achievement in online learning programs. 
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Theme 1:  Military-connected students may experience inter-role conflicts between work 
(military service), family, and school that could affect their academic perseverance in 
online learning programs. 
 Study participants reported the theme of inter-role conflicts throughout the interviews, 
specifically when asked about general factors, military service related factors, and personal 
factors, which affected their academic perseverance in an online learning program.  All eight 
participants reported experiencing either one or both types of the following inter-role conflicts: 
• Conflicts between family and school 
• Conflicts between work and school. 
  Family-school inter-role conflicts are considered “family demands [that] make it 
difficult to meet school demands” (Giancola et al., 2009; Markle, 2015, p. 270).  Conversely, 
work-school inter-role conflicts are defined as “work demands [that] make it difficult to meet 
school demands” (Giancola et al., 2009; Markle, 2015, p. 270).  Table 9 summarizes reports of 
inter-role conflicts in relation to the research questions of this study. 
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Table 9  
Reports of Inter-role Conflicts 
Research question Inter-role conflict Participant reports 
 
Central Question:  
What are the factors that affect the academic 
perseverance of military-connected students in 
an online learning program? 
 
Family and School 
 
Participants 1, 2, & 4 
Work and School Participants 2, 4, 6 
   
 
Sub-Question 1:  
What are factors of active duty military service 
that affect the academic perseverance of 
military-connected students in an online 
learning program? 
 
Work and School 
 
Participants 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8 
 
 
Sub-Question 2: 
What are personal factors that affect the 
academic perseverance of military-connected 
students in an online learning program? 
 
 
Family and School 
Work and School 
 
 
Participant 7 
Participant 7 
 
 Giancola et al. (2009) described four types of inter-role conflicts as follows: 
• Family-School 
• School-Family 
• Work-School, and 
• School-Work. 
Results from Giancola et al. (2009) indicated that family and school was the highest inter-role 
conflict experienced by participants.  Results from the current study supported this finding.  
However, the most commonly referenced inter-role conflict reported in the current study was 
inter-role conflicts between work and school which support findings in Giancola et al. (2009) 
who reported this as the third highest inter-role conflict experienced by participants in the study.  
This particular inter-role conflict is considered a high source of stress due to the “integral role in 
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the life of an adult student” that work is considered by most, primarily as a source of financial 
stability (Giancola et al., 2009, p. 258).  Military-connected students in particular have little 
control over their work environment as it is considered part of their duty to follow military 
orders. 
Theme 2:  Military resources and incentives for higher education reported may positively 
affect military-connected students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs. 
 Military-connected students in this study reported military friendly policies of their 
institutions as a factor that positively affected their academic perseverance.  Practices identified 
in Wilson et al. (2016) such as those regarding articulated tuition and fee refund policies, transfer 
credits, intuitions which are able to enroll students receiving educational benefits, and those 
which offer a variety of program options to military personnel were all related to findings of this 
study.  
 Findings from this study also support those identified in Massie (2016), specifically that 
“higher education institutions and faculty that recognized the challenges of serving in the 
military and made allowances to help active duty military students with unique challenges” (p. 
81).     
Theme 3:  Military service obligations reported may negatively affect military-connected 
students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs. 
 Several participants in this study reported rigorous military service requirements 
combined with academic requirements as affecting their academic perseverance in an online 
learning program.  To reiterate, Porter stated “Military isn't just 9:00 to 5:00.  It's 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week, so when 5:00 hits, not everybody's out of work or people work nights, or they 
have fluctuating schedules.”  
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 The demands of serving in the military while simultaneously completing requirements for 
an online program affected the academic perseverance of military-connected students in this 
study.  Deployment factors were most commonly referenced, specifically lack of access to the 
Internet in remote environments such as the field or intermittent Internet outages inherent to 
deployments.  This finding is supported in Brown and Gross (2011) and Glass (2013) who stated 
that duty requirements cause active duty solider to encounter poor Internet access or limited 
computer availability during deployments which cause interruptions in the online learning 
environment.  Additionally, Brown and Gross (2011) discuss the impact that deployment factors 
and duty locations have on soldiers’ ability to submit assignments on time, which was a finding 
of this study.  Several participants referenced the inability to submit assignments or access the 
Internet due to deployment or duty locations in the field at some point during their online 
learning program.   
 Three themes in Williams’ (2016) research were supported in this current study.  The first 
theme was time, commitment, and self-efficacy and the second theme was the determination to 
accomplish missions (Williams, 2016).  Time, commitment, and self-efficacy related to 
responses such as the time it took students to earn a degree, time management, and feelings of 
accomplishment in the current study.  Multiple participants in this study acknowledged taking 
breaks during their online learning program.  The second theme, determination to accomplish the 
mission in Williams (2016), related to the ability of military-connected students to use their 
military training to adapt to different environments.  Participants in the current study 
acknowledged the impact that military factors had on their academic perseverance.  Finally, 
theme three, the call for military culture awareness, requires “the need for representatives of the 
college and instructors to be keenly aware of military culture” (Williams, 2016, p. 76).  The 
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majority of participants in this study reported that instructors were flexible and accommodating 
in understanding the military culture.  However, some participants acknowledged that instructors 
were not flexible when they were deployed or in a field environment despite their inability to 
access the Internet during that time.  
Theme 4:  Educational experiences in childhood and personal factors in adulthood may 
affect military-connected students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs. 
 The impact of childhood factors cannot be understated in this study.  When asked about 
personal factors that affected their academic perseverance, participants acknowledged childhood 
factors.  Negative experiences in K-12 led to self-doubt and fear of starting back to school later 
in adulthood.  However, those early experiences did not appear to deter military-connected 
students’ success in online learning programs.  Table 6 lists GPAs for each of the eight 
participants.  Self-reported online learning program GPAs collected in this study ranged from a 
3.4 to a 4.0 (discounting new student or transfer GPAs which were reported as 0).  To reiterate, 
Evan described this experience as follows: 
  So when I came to school, in all honesty, it took me so long to get my degree because I  
  was consistently unsure of myself being able to do it.  I consistently doubted myself, but  
  then, you know like I said, with the military training and stuff like that making me do  
  things that I'm not comfortable with kind of helped me get through this.       
In his experience, the military influence provided support, which assisted him in working 
through some of the negative educational experiences from his childhood.  This eventually 
culminated into completion of his online learning program.  
 Porter also shared humble beginning and negative educational experiences in K-12.  
Presently, he is nearing the completion of an online learning program in a few months and will 
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earn his Bachelor’s degree.  For him the personal sense of accomplishment inherent in degree 
completion was a motivating personal factor, which he described as follows: 
 It's just the personal sense of accomplishment.  I'm 42 years old with a GED and I want to 
 be able to say I did it.  You know I finished my degree.  I'm not looking at stopping once 
 I finish my Bachelor's [degree].  I'm looking at rolling straight into an MBA program. 
 Support for findings in Markle (2015) was also identified in this study, particularly 
participants wanting to persevere to provide a better quality of life for their children.  Thomas 
stated, “I want to be able to provide for my wife and daughter and I know having a degree is 
going to give me a boost with that.”  He also referenced the ability to provide for his daughter, 
stating “To be able to get a degree and give my daughter my GI Bill so she can go to school 
afterwards is a plus.  That is why I keep going.”  Noah also reported motivations for academic 
perseverance as being able to provide the GI Bill to fund his children’s college education in the 
following:    
 If I can finish a lot of this college while I'm in the Army using TA and FAFSA, I can give 
 my GI Bill to my kids.  That's also a big factor too.  If I can finish the Master's degree 
 program while I'm in the military, which I have six years on this contract and it'll put me 
 at fourteen years.  So there wouldn't be any reason not to finish up the last six unless the 
 Army doesn't want me.  That'll be about the time that my kids need to go to college and I 
 can at least pay for their expensive classes with the GI Bill. 
 Additional findings from this study also support and conflict with those identified in 
Markle (2015), particularly the transformative aspect of obtaining a degree.  In Markle (2015) 
females identified obtaining a degree for transformative reasons more so than males who were 
pursuing a degree for instrumental reasons and associations with work.  However in his study, 
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both male and female participants reported transformative responses such as setting an example 
for their children that through hard work and perseverance, they could earn their degree despite 
encountering challenges along the way.  The following includes transformative responses from 
study participants regarding their motivations to continue working towards their degree despite 
challenges they encountered along the way:   
• Evan:  “One of the things that motivated me was wanting to be the first person in my 
family to have a degree.” 
• Marcia:  “So I think that… my children motivate me.  They're a big part of that.” 
• Andrew:  “Not failing.  Like refusing to fail.  Not necessarily a specific class but just not 
failing overall.” 
•  Noah:  “Mostly, the accomplishment of finishing the degree and the knowledge that it's 
going to benefit me greatly many years from now.” 
• Porter:  “Personal satisfaction.  It just goes back to the, I want to say that I did this."  
Let's go back to middle school teachers that I had before I quit school that told me I 
would never amount to anything, that I would never do anything with my life.  I've 
already done a whole lot more than what they have as middle school teachers.  I have 
trained more people.  I just want to go to that one step further and say I've even 
completed my degree, because I came from nothing.” 
Additionally, both male and female participants cited instrumental reasons for obtaining their 
degree as well, to include the following responses: 
• Michael:  “Promotion, that's the big factor.  The Army's making a big push, you know, 
get a degree.  It looks good for promotion, so now I have the time, a little bit of time to 
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actually focus on that, and I want to continue my promotion rate and so that's why I'm 
getting the degree.” 
• Lauren:  “I think that self-improvement is the driving force for me. I know that I have to 
set myself up for success beyond the military, that the military is a flash in my lifetime.  
I'm going do the full 20 years, but then that's it.  When I'm done I’m done.  And then it's 
okay now what do I do?  Especially when the military's throwing this money at you; like 
use it or don't use it, like we're trying to help you.” 
• Porter:  “Wanting to further my career.”  
Theme 5:  Grit impact factors may influence military-connected students’ work ethic and 
level of achievement in online learning programs. 
   Most of the participants in this study were unfamiliar with the concept of grit until the 
researcher explained it to them.  Initially, participants expressed some confusion when the last 
two questions interview questions regarding grit impact factors were posed to them.  To clarify 
this confusion, the researcher provided the following definition of grit defined as “trait-level 
perseverance and passion for long-term goals.” (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009, p. 166).  This 
seemed to alleviate participants’ confusion regarding the context of grit in terms of the interview 
questions.  After reading this definition of grit, Marcia stated the following:  
 I've actually heard of this.  I just went through an open house at my daughter's school.  
 They played a TED-T video, and it explained both of these [grit and academic 
 perseverance] and how to implement them in my kids' lives.  
Most of the academic literature on grit is quantitative in nature.  Due to the qualitative methods 
used in this study, support in the literature is speculative in nature.  Given this predicament, data 
from this study suggest support for findings in Duckworth and Quinn (2009) in that study 
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participants reported high GPAs and had moderate to high levels of grit based on their Grit Short 
Scale scores.  Participants attending an elite university in study three of Duckworth and Quinn 
(2009), who scored high in grit, also attained higher GPAs in comparison with their peers.  Table 
10 provides a matrix of participants self-reported GPAs in comparison with their Grit Short Scale 
score. 
Table 10  
Self-reported GPA and Short Grit Scale Score Matrix 
Participant ID (Pseudonym) Self-Reported GPA Short Grit Scale Score 
Participant 1 (Evan) 3.4 4.75 
Participant 2 (Marcia) 3.4 3.75 
Participant 3 (Andrew) 4.0 3.625 
Participant 4 (Thomas) 0 4 
Participant 5 (Noah) 3.8 3.875 
Participant 6 (Michael) 0 3.5 
Participant 7 (Lauren) 3.8 4.375 
Participant 8 (Porter) 3.46 4.375 
 
Summary 
 In summary, findings and results of this study serve to continue the academic narrative on 
military-connected students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs.  Historically, 
this population was not well understood.  The findings and results of this study contribute to the 
qualitative literature on military-connected students through the investigation of general, military 
service factors, and personal factors that may affect their academic perseverance in online 
learning programs.  Additionally, findings and results from this study introduce grit impact 
factors qualitatively from military-connected students’ perspectives of academic perseverance as 
shared from their unique lived experiences as active duty soldiers serving their country. 
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Chapter 5:  Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this phenomenological case study was to identify the factors that affect 
the academic perseverance of active duty soldiers stationed at a military installation in the 
southeast region of the United States to determine what relationships, if any, existed between 
factors related to active duty military service, personal factors, and grit in a sample of military-
connected students who were enrolled in or had recently completed an online learning program.  
During a series of eight semi-structured interview sessions, military-connected students shared 
personal experiences of serving on active duty in the United States Army while simultaneously 
completing requirements for an online learning program.  Participants also completed the Short 
Grit Scale, which generated quantitative data in response to eight items and identified their level 
of grit.  Multiple participants and two different sources of information were used to capture the 
critical factors that affected military-connected students’ academic perseverance.  Utilizing both 
sources of data, the researcher sought to identify factors which military-connected students 
perceived to affect their academic perseverance in online learning programs.  
Overview of the Study 
The central research question of this study was as follows: What are the factors that affect 
the academic perseverance of military-connected students in online learning programs?  The 
following three sub-questions were also addressed within the central research question through 
the process of eight semi-structured interviews:   
1. What are the factors of active duty military service that affect military-connected 
students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs? 
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2. What are the personal factors that affect military-connected students’ academic 
perseverance in online learning programs? 
3. In what way, if any, do grit impact factors affect the academic perseverance of 
military-connected students in online learning programs? 
The literature review conducted for this research was comprised of three streams related 
to military-connected students.  This review of the literature began with the first stream, military-
connected students, which included characteristics and challenges, risk factors and academic 
persistence, online learning, and military friendly institutions.  Next, the second stream of 
research regarding grit and academic perseverance was presented.  Finally, the third stream of 
literature on personal factors and online learning programs included non-traditional students, 
personal factors and success along with personal factors and challenges in online learning 
programs. 
A phenomenological case study methodology was selected to better understand the 
critical factors that affected the academic perseverance of military-connected students who were 
enrolled in or had recently completed an online learning program at an institution of higher 
education.  The case study format provided the researcher with the opportunity to utilize multiple 
sources of information for data collection including interviews and surveys (Creswell & Poth, 
2017; Yin, 2014).  The ability to collect both qualitative and quantitative data allowed the 
researcher to further define the case (Yin, 2014).  Utilizing the snowball sampling method to 
identify and recruit participants for this study, the researcher contacted known military-
connected students located at the research site who met the criteria for inclusion in the research 
study, which initiated the process of participant recruitment.  Participants recommended other 
participants who met study criteria to the researcher.  Potential participants were contacted via 
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email and a synopsis of the study was provided to study candidates.  To address the research 
questions, eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with active duty soldiers stationed at 
a military installation in the southeastern United States.  The interviews provided military-
connected students with the opportunity to share experiences of completing requirements for 
online learning programs in comparison with experiences of serving on active duty status in the 
United States military.  Each semi-structured interview followed the written protocol in 
Appendix A.  The researcher asked questions of clarity and followed up on responses using 
prompts as needed during the interviews based on individual responses to the written protocol.  
The researcher also administered the Short Grit Scale to each participant to identify participants’ 
level of grit in the current study.  The Short Grit Scale was administered in the format located on 
Duckworth’s (2017) website within the research section.   
 Data analysis followed the first three steps of the data analysis spiral (Creswell & Poth, 
2017, p. 185).  Moustakas’ (1994) modified version of the Van Kaam method of 
phenomenological analysis was used to develop interpretations of the semi-structured interview 
data.  Professional transcription services were utilized and verified by the researcher.  NVivo 
software was used to code and analyze the data, which culminated in the identification of the 
following five themes: 
1. Theme 1:  General Factors.  Military-connected students may experience inter-
role conflicts between work (military service), family, and school that could affect 
their academic perseverance in online learning programs. 
2. Theme 2:  Positive Military Factors.  Military resources and incentives for 
higher education reported may positively affect military-connected students’ 
academic perseverance in online learning programs. 
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3. Theme 3:  Negative Military Factors.  Military service obligations reported may 
negatively affect military-connected students’ academic perseverance in online 
learning programs. 
4.  Theme 4:  Personal Factors.  Educational experiences in childhood and 
personal factors in adulthood may affect military-connected students’ academic 
perseverance in online learning programs. 
5.  Theme 5:  Grit and Motivation Factors.  Grit impact factors may influence 
military-connected students’ work ethic and achievement levels in online learning 
programs. 
  Based on the themes and findings presented in Chapter 4, this chapter provides answers 
to the research questions, recommends actions in response to the research problem, and provides 
concluding thoughts.  Chapter 5 begins with conclusions to address the research questions of this 
study.  Next recommended actions are provided in response to the research problem.  Finally, 
concluding thoughts are presented. 
Outcomes of the Study in Relation to the Literature Review 
 Results from this study were expected to provide a better overall understanding of the 
general, military service, personal, and grit impact factors which may affect the academic 
perseverance of military-connected students in online learning programs.  The following sections 
presents alignment between the findings of this study and the literature review presented in 
Chapter 2.  
 Online learning.  Findings revealed in this study support existing online learning 
literature.  Participants in this study in this study experienced technical difficulties related to 
intermittent Internet access while on deployment, in the field environment, or during military 
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travel.  Limited internet access was a significant factor encountered by students in Brown and 
Gross (2011), who discussed that deployment factors and duty assignment locations are 
challenges that have an effect on active duty student’s ability to work in groups and submit 
assignments in a timely manner due to inability to access course materials.  Results from this 
study also supported those identified in Glass (2013), specifically the idea that online “instructors 
needed to be more aware of the time and participation constraints imposed by military service, 
especially when the learner was deployed” (p. 358).  One participant, Andrew, experienced this 
while on deployment due to the inability to access the Internet for an extended period of time 
while on deployment.  The result was that he received failing grades for those courses on his 
transcript and had to work to raise his GPA for tuition assistance eligibility.  Conversely, one 
third of students in Glass (2013) felt that this was not an issue in that their online instructors 
understood military learners.  The majority of participants in this study did not feel that their 
online instructors were inflexible.  Marcia stated the following:  
 I don't think I've ever run into an instructor that was like I don't care; get it done. You 
 know they're willing to work with you and help you to get where you need to be, so. 
 I mean, within reason. 
Thomas also had positive experiences with instructors in online learning programs stating the 
following:  
 I haven't had any issue with any of my instructors, and being online or military 
 different time zones.  They're all really understanding.  Actually one of my last 
 instructors is married to a service member so they understand the whole moving in the 
 middle of a class and different time zones.  I mean, obviously they were an online 
 instructors so they understand the online portion and all that.  But I haven't had any 
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  instructor that has been difficult with the schedule.  They’ve all understood, and then if I 
 had any issues, they were accommodating to any problems that I was having, and I think 
 pretty much to all the other students.  That was a big thing that they put out.  Just let them 
 know before it was an issue, if it was going be an issue. 
 Themes in Williams’ (2016) study were supported by those identified in this study, 
specifically time, commitment, and self-efficacy determination to accomplish missions, and the 
call for military culture awareness, requires “the need for representatives of the college and 
instructors to be keenly aware of military culture” (p. 76).  Participants in this study reported 
experiencing issues with time management as a general factor that affected their academic 
perseverance in online learning programs.  Determination to accomplish missions related to the 
ability of military-connected students to use their military training to adapt to different 
environments (Williams, 2016).  Participants in the current study also shared that military 
training had impacted their ability to overcome obstacles related to academic perseverance.  
Personal factors and online learning programs.   Markle (2015) reported that inter-role 
conflict occur when one or more of those domains conflict with each such as such as balancing 
multiple roles often simultaneously between family, work, and school.  Inter-role conflicts were 
examined and reported in several studies related to personal factors and online learning programs 
which supported findings in this study (Fetzner, 2013; Giancola et al., 2009; Markle, 2015).  
Military-connected students in this study reported inter-role conflicts as both a general factor and 
a negative impact of military service factor that affected their academic perseverance in online 
learning programs.  Giancola, et al.’s (2009) study of a comprehensive stress model identified 
inter-role conflicts experienced by adult students in higher education.  The most common inter-
role conflicts experienced by non-traditional students include the following: 
             
                        129
       
 
• Family-School, 
• School-Family, 
• Work-School, and 
• School-Work. (Giancola et al., 2009; Markle, 2015) 
Participants in this study reported inter-role conflicts between work-school as a negative impact 
of military service factor.  Additionally, participants reported inter-role conflicts between both 
work-school and also family-school as general factors. 
 Gillet-Swan (2017) discussed challenges related to personal factors including family 
commitments and also being on call for work, which effects attendance and participation in 
online learning, and also difficulty in peer interaction.  Military participants of this study 
reported experiencing difficulty interacting with their peers in online learning programs due to 
the different experiences and backgrounds that military-connected students bring to courses.   
 Grit.  Support for grit literature was difficult to establish due to the qualitative 
methodology selected for this study.  Most of the existing studies on grit utilize quantitative 
methodologies.  Findings in this section provide very general linkages to the existing literature 
on grit.  Duckworth et al. (2007) determined that grit was essential to high achievement after 
conducting a series of interviews with professionals in various fields.  The non-cognitive factor 
of grit was routinely stated as the difference between “star performers in their respective fields” 
(Duckworth et al., 2007, p. 1088).  Participants in this study also acknowledged that grit impact 
factors had influenced their work ethic and achievement levels in online learning programs.  The 
military-connected students in this study had high cumulative GPAs and also scored high on the 
Short Grit Scale.  To reiterate, participants’ scores ranged from a 3.5 to a 4.75.  The average 
score between participants was a 4.03, which indicated that active duty soldiers possessed a 
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moderate to near extreme grit level.  Both findings support those in study three, specifically that 
undergraduates who scored high in grit had higher GPAs (Duckworth et al., 2007).   Findings in 
this study also support those in Duckworth and Quinn (2009) in that grittier adults changed 
careers less and had higher levels of education.  Military-connected students in this study have 
severed in the military for an extended period of time and are currently working on, or in some 
cases have completed, an undergraduate degree.   
Conclusions 
 The extensive and rigorous process of coding the semi-structured interview from this 
phenomenological case study culminated into the conclusions of this research.  Conclusions were 
developed based on the responses reported by military-connected students in this study.  The 
following section describes conclusions in response to the research questions of this study, which 
evolved from the perspectives of active duty soldiers serving on active duty status in the United 
States Army.  
 An in depth exploration and analysis of this data led the emergence of three themes 
related to the central research question of this study as captured in Table 11.  Conclusions 
developed in response to findings related to the central research question of general factors that 
may affect the academic perseverance of military-connected students in an online learning 
program are as follows: 
Inter-role Conflicts 
• Military-connected students may experience inter-role conflicts between family and 
school due to reported factors related to family obligations, which take time away from 
course requirements in online learning programs.   
             
                        131
       
 
• Military-connected students may experience inter-role conflicts between work and school 
due to reported factors of military obligations, which take time away from course 
requirements in online learning programs.  
Time-Management and Motivation 
• Military-connected students may experience difficulty with time management and 
motivation in online learning programs due to personal factors and military service. 
Online Learning Program Challenges 
• Military-connected students may experience challenges in online learning programs due 
to factors related to technical issues, computer capability and degree program 
identification.  
Table 11  
Central Research Question and Related Themes 
Research Question General Factor Themes 
Central Research Question:   
What are the factors that affect the academic 
perseverance of military-connected students 
in online learning programs?   
Inter-role Conflicts 
Time-Management and Motivation 
Online Learning Program Challenges 
 
 Themes related to sub-question 1 are divided by positive and negative impacts of military 
services factors as captured in Table 12.  Conclusions developed in response to positive impacts 
of military service factors that affect the academic perseverance of military-connected students in 
online learning programs include the following: 
Educational Resources 
• Educational resources and programs available to soldiers such as tuition assistance, 
educational centers, and the GI Bill, may have a positive effect on military-connected 
students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs. 
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Promotion Factors   
• The ability to earn promotion points based on education during promotion boards as a 
Non-Commissioned Officer may have a positive effect on military-connected students’ 
academic perseverance in online learning programs. 
• The potential for accelerated promotions to the next rank as a Warrant or Commissioned 
Officer may have a positive effect on military-connected students’ academic 
perseverance in online learning programs due to reports of the emphasis placed on 
education by promotion boards. 
Support Networks 
• The influence of military leadership and peers as a support network may affect military-
connected students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs. 
 Conclusions developed in response to negative impacts of military service factors that 
affect the academic perseverance of military-connected students in online learning programs 
include the following: 
Inter-role Conflicts 
• Military-connected students may experience inter-role conflicts between work and school 
due to reported factors of chaotic work schedules, field assignments, and the amount of 
duty hours required of military service. 
Deployment Factors   
• Deployment factors may create significant challenges to completing online learning 
programs due to reported factors related to poor or intermittent Internet connectivity, 
instructor inflexibility, and lack of time to complete assignments per military service 
obligations. 
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Military Travel 
• Military travel for permanent change of station moves, temporary duty station, and field 
environments may affect military-connected students’ ability to persevere in online 
learning programs due to reported factors regarding the inability to establish or access 
Internet connectivity. 
Table 12  
Sub-Question 1 and Related Themes 
Research Question Positive Impacts of Military Service Factors 
 
Sub-question 1:   
What are the factors of active duty 
military service that affect military-
connected students’ academic 
perseverance in online learning programs? 
Educational Resources 
Promotion Factors 
Support Networks 
 
Negative Impacts of Military Service Factors 
Inter-role Conflicts 
Deployment Factors 
Military Travel 
 
 Themes related to sub-question 2 are captured in Table 13.  Conclusions developed in 
response to personal factors that may affect military-connected students’ academic perseverance 
in online learning programs are as follows: 
Family Factors 
• Childhood factors reported such as the education levels of their parents, their 
performance as a student in K-12, and having a supportive family, 
• The ability to provide for family members (i.e., spouse/children) financially, and 
• Setting an example to their children regarding the importance of education. 
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Military Factors 
• Instructor consideration of credit for military-connected students’ military experience in 
online courses, 
• Having to choose military duty over academics, 
• Consideration of life factors in setting realistic academic goals,   
• Post-military career planning, and 
• Challenges connecting with civilian (non-military) students in online courses. 
Feelings of Accomplishment 
• Reponses reported regarding the sense of accomplishment derived from completing an 
online learning program is a motivating personal factor, which may affect military-
connected students’ academic perseverance in online learning programs. 
Support Networks 
• The influence of military and family support networks may affect the academic 
perseverance of military-connected students in online learning programs. 
Table 13  
Sub-Question 2 and Related Themes 
Research Question Personal Factors 
Sub-question 2:   
What are the personal factors that affect 
military-connected students’ academic 
perseverance in online learning programs? 
Family Factors 
Military Factors 
Feelings of Accomplishment 
Support Networks 
 
 Themes related to sub-question 3 are captured in Table 14.  Conclusions developed in 
response to grit impact factors that affect military-connected students’ academic perseverance in 
online learning programs are as follows: 
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Work Ethic 
• Grit impact factors may affect military-connected students’ work ethic in online learning 
programs. 
• Grit impact factors suggest that military-connected students distinguish themselves from 
their peers through self-reports of course assignment quality, grades, participation, and 
cumulative grade point averages in online learning programs. 
• Military-connected students’ reports of their ability to persevere through personal, 
military, and academic obstacles suggest a relationship to grit impact factors.   
Level of Achievement 
• Grit impact factors reported may influence military-connected students’ level of 
achievement in online learning programs. 
• Grit impact factors reported suggest that military-connected students are driven to excel 
in online learning programs. 
Table 14  
Sub-Question 3 and Related Themes 
Research Question Personal Factors 
Sub-question 3:   
In what way, if any, do grit impact factors 
affect the academic perseverance of military-
connected students in online learning 
programs? 
Work Ethic 
Level of Achievement 
 
Recommendations 
 Based on the findings of this study, recommendations were developed for leaders at the 
college administrative level who are able to affect university wide policies.  Next, 
recommendations were developed for faculty members in online learning programs with the 
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ability to set course policy requirements.  Finally, recommendations were developed for military 
or civilian leaders with the ability to affect policy in regard to educational resources earned for 
military service.  
Recommendations for College Administrators  
• Military courses receive American Council on Education (ACE) military evaluations and 
recommendations for undergraduate and graduate college credit; therefore colleges 
should consider accepting the maximum number of ACE credits to acknowledge the 
military experience(s) of military-connected students in online learning programs. 
• Conduct periodic survey evaluations of military-connected students to collect data 
regarding their experience(s) in online learning programs at the college. 
• Distribute findings from periodic survey evaluations conducted on military-connected 
students to faculty university-wide so that instructors can sustain or revise course 
policies.  
• Utilize the findings of this study and related research to develop training seminars with 
faculty members regarding the differences between military-connected students and 
traditional students, specifically to provide an understanding of the following factors: 
o Military-connected students on deployments and issues related to intermittent and 
poor Internet connectivity, deployment to different time zones, long duty hours 
inherent to deployments and the effects on their ability to complete course 
requirements in an online learning program. 
o Military-connect students on field assignments to desolate areas with limited or 
poor Internet connectivity for an extended length of time. 
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o Military-connected students who are on temporary duty station (TDY) or 
permanent change of station orders (PCS) with poor, limited, or no access to the 
Internet for an extended length of time. 
Recommendations for colleges were influenced by participants’ personal experiences.  Based on 
the findings of this study, the recommendations provided for colleges appear to be necessary and 
would provide college administrators and faculty members with a better understanding of 
military-connected students that comprise a small but vital population of the study body.  
Recommendations for Faculty in Online Learning Programs 
• Develop flexible policies for military-connected students in online learning programs 
who are deployed and provide proof of deployment (orders).  Deployment policies may 
include consideration of the following: 
o Temporarily delay course assignments for deployed soldiers and allow military-
 connected students to complete course assignments upon their return from 
 deployment within an acceptable time frame. 
o Extend course assignment deadlines for deployed soldiers who are completing 
 online learning programs from remote locations with intermittent Internet. 
o Allow military-connected students to complete course assignments for an online 
 learning prior to their deployment. 
• Develop course collaborative activities where civilian students work with military-
connected students through the exchange of experiences and ideas to create an 
environment where military students are able to establish connections with their peers in 
online learning programs.  Examples of collaborative activities may include the 
following: 
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o Course introductions with the added element of an in depth presentation on 
students’ career fields and past experiences. 
o Critical thinking exercises with ill-defined problems, which require problem 
solving in teams comprised of both civilian and military-connected students. 
 Recommendations for faculty in online learning programs were influenced by 
participants’ personal experiences.  Based on the findings of this study, course policies, which 
allow some flexibility for military-connected students, especially those on deployments or 
traveling for military purposes, are an immediate requirement in online learning programs.  
Issues such as intermittent or poor Internet connectivity due to the locations that military-
connected students are assigned while on mission assignments are sometimes out of their control.  
However, these individuals should not be penalized, as was the case for one participant of this 
study while on deployment.  Therefore, faculty should consider implementing some or all of the 
recommendations mentioned above in their online learning courses to prevent unnecessary 
penalties to this student population.  
Recommendations for Military and Civilian Leadership (Policy Level) 
• Implement policies that provide incentives for military-connected students to use a 
portion of their workday to complete assignments for college (as applicable and as the 
mission permits).   
• Work to partner with more universities and programs throughout the country to provide 
military-connected students with more options for academic programs and college 
selection. 
 Recommendations for military and civilian leaders were influenced by participants’ 
personal experiences.  Based on the findings of this study, military-connected students feel 
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pressure to choose military service over academic endeavors more often than not.  While this is 
understandable at times and dependent upon immediate mission needs, policies which encourage 
military-connected students to utilize duty time to work on school seem reasonable.  Policies, 
which provide incentives for military-connected students to use a portion of their workday to 
complete assignments for college, alleviate pressure to constantly choose military service over 
academics.  Again, it should be stressed that these policies are not always realistic and will 
always depend on immediate requirements of the military mission, but soldiers who are stationed 
in garrison environments have opportunities to complete assignments during the workday as 
evidenced by participant responses in this study.  Findings from this study also indicated that 
military-connected students have limited options, to some extent, for academic programs and 
colleges that accept military funding resources such as tuition assistance or GI bill programs.  
Therefore, the recommendation for leaders to work toward partnering with universities and 
programs throughout the country may provide military-connected students with more options for 
academic programs and college selection. 
Recommendations for Future Research  
 Recommendations for future research are based on the findings of this study and the 
review of the literature presented in Chapter 2.  Studies on military-connected students are scarce 
and the researcher experienced difficultly identifying literature for this study.  Academic 
literature would benefit overall from more qualitative and quantitative studies on military-
connected students in online learning programs.  Many military-connected students, specifically 
those on deployment, choose to take online courses versus resident courses due to a multitude of 
factors such as lack of time, chaotic work schedules, military travel, and deployments.  
Therefore, literature on this topic will benefit colleges and universities with an active duty 
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military population.  Recommendations for future research studies on the topic of military-
connected students and factors that may affect their academic perseverance in online learning 
programs are as follows:    
• Replicate the current study in other branches of the Armed Forces (Air Force, Marines, 
Navy and Coast Guard) to compare results to this study. 
• Replicate the current study using a sample of Commissioned Officers to compare their 
experiences with the experiences of Non-Commissioned Officers, who encompassed the 
majority of participants in this study. 
• Replicate the current study using a sample of active duty soldiers who are currently on 
deployment to compare results with the current study. 
• Replicate the current study using a sample of active duty soldiers who are stationed in the 
United States Army Forces Command (FORSCOM) units to compare results with those 
from this study of participants stationed in a garrison environment.  
• Conduct a large-scale quantitative study of military-connected students, which measures 
the factors identified in this study that may affect the academic perseverance of military-
connected students in online learning programs.   
o Develop survey questions related to general, military, personal, and grit impact 
factors as discussed in the findings of this study to better understand this 
population and the factors associated with success or challenges in online learning 
programs. 
o Replicate the demographic questions from the current study for comparison 
purposes. 
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• Conduct a longitudinal study to compare persistence factors with military service and grit 
impact factors in online learning programs.   
Summary 
 This study investigated the lived experiences of eight active duty soldiers who were 
enrolled in or had recently completed an online learning program.  The recommendations 
provided in this chapter serve to begin the process of implementing policies, which continue to 
support military-connected students in online learning programs, specifically active duty military 
who encounter challenges to their academic perseverance such as multiple deployments, military 
travel, and inter-role conflicts due to their military service.  The shared experiences of active 
duty soldiers provide insight into the specific general, personal, military service, and grit impact 
factors that may affect the academic perseverance of military-connected student populations in 
online learning programs.  From this understanding, college administrators, faculty members, 
military and civilians leaders may begin the process of affecting change in their respective areas, 
ultimately supporting military-connected students’ academic perseverance in the achievement of 
a college degree. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix A 
RESEARCH/INTERVIEW QUESTIONS AND INTERVIEW PROTCOL 
 
Participant ID #: _______ 
Interview Start Time: _______a.m./p.m. 
Interview Stop Time: _______a.m./p.m. 
Location:  Research Site   Zoom 
 
Introduction: 
My name is Amy Johnson.  I am a 3rd year doctoral student in the School of Education at Drexel 
University.  Overall, I am seeking to better understand your lived experiences of serving as an 
active duty soldier while also completing an online learning program at a university.   
 
The interview is expected to last between 45 – 60 minutes.  During this time, I will ask you a 
series of 15 brief closed ended questions to collect demographic data and 7 open questions to 
collect comprehensive descriptions regarding your experiences related to the topic of this study: 
Military-Connected Students in Online Learning Programs: Students’ Perceptions of 
Personal Academic Perseverance.  
 
Your privacy is of upmost importance to me.  Therefore, the information you provide today will 
remain anonymous and will only be used for the purposes of this research.  Audio files will be 
stored in a secure location and destroyed upon completion of this study. 
 
Before we begin, I would like to ask your permission to record this interview session.  The 
purpose of the audio recording is to transcribe the interview data at a later time.  I will then use 
the transcription to code and identify themes from the responses you provide.  
 
Let’s begin with some initial questions related to general demographics, military service and 
academic background. 
 
1. Please provide your response to the following questions to the best of your ability. 
 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
• What is your age? __________   
• What is your gender?  Male  Female  Other ________ 
• What race/ethnicity best describes you?  Hispanic or Latino  American Indian or 
Alaska Native  Asian  Black or African American  White 
• What is your marital status?  Single (never married)  Married, or in a domestic 
partnership  Widowed  Divorced  Separated   
 
MILITARY SERVICE 
• What is your military rank? __________ 
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• What is your time in service? __________ 
• What is your time in rank? __________ 
• What is your military occupational specialty? __________ 
• Have you ever deployed while completing course requirements in an online learning 
program?   Yes  No  
• If so, how many times did you deploy? __________ 
 
EDUCATION 
• What is your highest level of completed education? 
             High School  Bachelors  Masters  Doctorate   
• What is your degree? __________________________________________________ 
• Are you currently enrolled in an online learning program?  Y  N 
• Did you recently complete an online learning program?      Y  N  
• If yes, what is graduation date? __________  
• What is your online degree program? _____________________________________ 
• What is your current Grade Point Average? __________ 
 
Central Research Question:  What are the factors that affect the academic perseverance of 
military-connected students in online learning programs?   
 
Academic perseverance “refers to a student’s ability to remain focused and engaged in work 
despite distractions, setbacks, or obstacles” (Nagaoka et al., 2013, p. 47).  The next question 
focus on factors that you believe had impacted your academic perseverance at any time during 
your online program that are unrelated to your military service. 
 
2. In general, what are factors, which you believe affected your academic perseverance in 
an online learning program? 
 
Sub-Question 1:  What are factors of active duty military service that affect the academic 
perseverance of military-connected students in online learning programs?  Now I would like you 
to consider your service in the military and describe your lived experience of completing an 
online learning program while serving on active duty status. 
 
3. What are factors related to military service, which you believe positively affected, your 
academic perseverance in an online learning program? 
 
4. What are factors related to military service, which you believe negatively affected, your 
academic perseverance in an online learning program? 
 
5. Describe the biggest challenge that you have encountered as an active duty soldier while 
simultaneously completing an online learning program. 
 
6. How do you believe that you persevered through this challenge? 
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Sub-Question 2:  What are personal factors that affect the academic perseverance of military-
connected students in online learning programs? 
 
7. What are personal factors, which you believe had an impact on your academic 
perseverance in an online learning program? 
Sub-Question 3:  In what way, if any, do grit impact factors affect the academic perseverance of 
military-connected students’ in online learning programs? 
 
Grit refers to “trait-level perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (Duckworth & Quinn, 
2009, p. 166). 
 
8. Describe what motivated you to continue working towards your degree despite 
challenges that you may have encountered along the way. 
 
9. In what ways, if any, do you believe that grit had an impact on your academic 
perseverance in an online learning program? 
 
This concludes the formal question portion of the interview.  At this time, I would like to provide 
you with an opportunity to share anything else regarding factors that affected your academic 
perseverance in an online learning program.   
  
10.  Do you have any questions for me? 
 
This concludes the interview portion.  Thank you for your time and participating in this research 
study.   
 
 
